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For a historic listing honoring federal personnel who gave their lives  
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together to build layers of security 
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 A flag stands sentry amid the rubble 
of 6 World Trade Center, the New York 
Custom House, following the tragic 
events on Sept. 11, 2001. 
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CBP Remembers 9/11: A Decade of Challenge and Change

Coming Together to Remember 9/11
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C B P  R e m e m b e r s  9 / 1 1 :  

A  D e c a d e  o f  C h a l l e n g e  

a n d  C h a n g e

Welcome to this commemorative issue of Frontline, a look back at the tragic events of Sept. 11, 

2001, and the decade of reflection and response that followed. 

In the following pages you will be reminded of the experiences of that day and the days that followed. 

You will read personal stories of what was seen and heard and felt that day. You also will learn about gaps 

revealed by the attacks and how CBP has filled them. Framing all of this will be a timeline of events over the 

past decade.

I hope you will appreciate what I have come to believe to my core: that our country is stronger and 

more secure today because of the vigilance, determination, ingenuity and selflessness of the CBP workforce, 

acting in concert with Americans across many sectors and every walk of life. Each of us at CBP takes the 

9/11 tragedies personally, as we should, because the attacks of a decade ago breached our borders and 

redefined our duties and responsibilities in ways that we could not have imagined just the day before.

Throughout history, tragic events have served to magnify vulnerabilities with glaring clarity. The 9/11 

attacks painfully revealed fragmented and disjointed border management in the U.S. CBP was born in 2003 as part of the Department 

of Homeland Security to fill these gaps by creating a single, unified command agency focused on the security of our nation’s borders. 

CBP today embodies what had previously been four enterprises housed in three agencies now integrated into one structure geared to 

keeping dangerous people and dangerous things out of our homeland.

From today’s perspective, a unified approach to border management and security seems obvious and logical. But, as 

happens, history had trumped logic. With roots that go back to the administration of President George Washington, U.S. 

border management has accommodated revenue generation, immigration control, agricultural safeguards, trade administration 

and control of contraband. These imperatives became apparent at different times and yielded different, and largely disjointed, 

organizational and operational responses. CBP has elevated border management by pioneering a unified approach, one that 

border agencies around the world are studying with interest.

Our unified approach has revolutionized how we secure America and expedite legitimate trade and international travel. 

Here are a few of the advancements that all Americans should be aware of:

Our border protection mission is executed globally: In today’s world, we cannot allow for danger to arrive at our doorstep. 

CBP today knows who and what is coming to America typically before departure from a foreign country. Through partnerships 

with foreign nations as well as private enterprises, CBP has created layer upon layer of information, inspections, technological 

scans, global intelligence sharing and law enforcement know-how to create a security protocol inconceivable a decade ago.

Real-time global information access is our most powerful new weapon: During a typical day 1.35 billion electronic 

messages are exchanged between CBP and other government agencies, passenger carriers and cargo brokers and traders. This 

information, managed by our National Targeting Centers, is an important and growing national asset crucial to securing our 

borders. By using this information only for the purpose for which it was intended, and by maintaining confidentiality, CBP is 

building the trust necessary to provide instantaneous risk assessment information to CBP personnel at crucial decision points. 
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Situational awareness of our homeland has been greatly increased: Working with other agencies, such as the military’s 

Northern Command, CBP’s Air and Marine Operations Center in Riverside, Calif., serves as our country’s eyes in the sky, 

monitoring our airspace and optimizing the deployment of CBP’s aerial assets. CBP’s unmanned aircraft systems in recent 

years have adapted military drone technologies for use on our northern, southern and southeast coastal environments, greatly 

increasing our surveillance capacity. CBP now deploys the largest non-military air force in the world.

Southwest Border security has been dramatically enhanced: I believe a 20-year struggle to restore the rule of law to our 

southern border is being won. We have been able to more than double the number of Border Patrol agents in the four Southwest 

Border states during the last decade. Construction of fencing, barriers and access roads and the deployment of surveillance 

technologies have yielded real dividends. We have seen massive reductions in illegal immigration across the border over the past 

decade and we are building strongly on that foundation through the ongoing enforcement surge in Arizona.

Relations and cooperation with our neighbors to the north and south have never been stronger: Building cooperative 

partnerships with our many friends around the world is imperative, and no relationships are more important than with Canada 

and Mexico. Our degree of collaboration on areas of common interest with our two neighbors is very strong and is producing 

significant benefits in stemming illegal activity while securing the heightened flow of legitimate travel and trade.

Despite our progress along our nation’s northern and southern borders, our job is not finished, not by a long shot. We 

will not make the classic mistake of re-fighting the battle we’ve just come out of but instead will continue to build capacity to 

confront tomorrow’s threats. We will use the information, intelligence, human capital, global partnerships and the support and 

ingenuity of the American people to overcome the next challenge before it takes hold. We will embrace a model where our nearly 

60,000 employees are blended in ways that best meet the needs of the mission. And we will focus on opportunities to contribute 

to both security and economic vitality by modernizing our international trade protocols to enhance U.S. competitiveness in the 

global economy.

Perhaps most importantly, despite the dramatic changes and stresses of the past decade, America is still a welcoming nation, 

still a leader in the world community, and still the land of a free, brave and proud people — the ultimate tribute to those who lost 

their lives on 9/11 by those who vow never to forget.

Alan D. Bersin 
Commissioner  

U.S. Customs and Border Protection
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“It was a day that started like any other...”   

The phrase has become a truism when describing the 
otherwise unremarkable early hours of Sept. 11, 2001. For 
employees of the U.S. Customs Service, U.S. Border Patrol, 
Immigration and Naturalization Service and U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, it was very much like any other Tuesday. 

A Day like  no other 

D I SPLAY     I N G  u n s h a k e a b l e  r e s o l v e

In the years prior, of course, terrorism 
had made its presence felt. Eight years 
earlier, attackers had detonated 1,500 pounds 
of explosives beneath the World Trade 
Center in the heart of lower Manhattan, and 
ever since, Customs employees—just steps 
away in 6 World Trade Center, the New York 
Custom House—had diligently practiced 
evacuation drills in the event of some 
unknowable disaster.

Indeed, the role of the nation’s frontline 
against terrorists was not unfamiliar, as just 20 
months earlier on the other side of the country, 
a bomber with explosives in his car and a plan 
to blow up Los Angeles International Airport 
was plucked by an inspector from a ferry 
arriving in Port Angeles, Wash.

Still, for dedicated federal employees 
from one end of America to the other, it was 
just another Tuesday.

  
The explosion and the shaking at 

8:46 Eastern Time that morning instantly 
reminded John Martuge of that day in 1993, 

but it was another noise that told him things 
were different this time.

“I heard my secretary scream,” said 
Martuge, then director of field operations for 
U.S. Customs in New York. “She had raced to 
the window and looked out and saw some of 

the damage done. By the time I … got to the 
window and looked down, I saw the body of 
what appeared to be a woman on the sidewalk 
outside. A man had gone to try to assist her, 
but she was obviously already dead.”

As employees began to evacuate—a 
drill they had rehearsed so often in the years 
since the 1993 attack—Martuge made a call 
to Customs headquarters in Washington 
to be sure they were aware of the situation. 
On his way out, he came across two special 
agents, who were redirecting traffic from 
the usual route. They advised him that there 
were bodies and falling debris making the 
normal path too dangerous. 

  
As the world’s attention pivoted 

squarely to New York and the Federal 
Aviation Administration restricted take-offs 
of planes nationwide, a third hijacked plane 
was bearing down on the nation’s capital. It 
struck the Pentagon at 9:37 a.m., opening 
another front on the attack on America and 
bringing chaos to the Washington area.

H 	U.S. Customs Service employees view 
the ruins of the New York Custom House 
after the World Trade Center attack.

b y  J a y  M a y f i e l d
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SEPTEMBER 11, 2001:  America Attacked, a Timeline     

The North, 
left, and South 
Towers near 
completion 
in 1972. The 
eight-story 
Custom House 
is left of the 
North Tower  
at the corner 
of West and  
Vesey Streets.      

The attack on America on Sept. 11, 2001,  
redefined border security for the U.S. and led to  
the creation of Customs and Border Protection. 

Personnel in agencies that make up today’s CBP were 
impacted directly and indirectly by the events in New 
York City, at the Pentagon and in Shanksville, Pa. 
The U.S. Custom House was housed in the New York 
World Trade Center, or WTC, in building 6, which 
stood in the shadow of the WTC North Tower. The 
attack on the Pentagon came just across the Potomac 
River—less than four miles—from what was then the 
Customs Service and is now CBP headquarters.

The following abbreviated timeline shows significant 
activities related to the attacks and border security. 
The full timeline can be found on CBP.gov.

1972



SEPTEMBER 11, 2001:  America Attacked, a Timeline     

The U.S. Custom House, looking 
north from West St.; a red 
Alexander Calder sculpture is 
one of many original artworks 
commissioned for the WTC.

2001          SEPTEMBER 11

7:59 a.m. Logan International Airport, Boston: 
American Airlines Flight 11 departs for Los Angeles. 
At 8:19 a.m. a flight attendant tells the airline that 
the plane has been hijacked.

8:14 a.m. Logan International Airport, Boston: 
United Airlines Flight 175 departs for Los Angeles. 
At 8:52 a.m. a flight attendant tells the airline that 
the plane has been hijacked.

8:20 a.m. Dulles International Airport, Chantilly, 
Va.: American Airlines Flight 77 departs for  
Los Angeles.
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While it was technically possible for  

every plane to land, the realities of emptying  

the skies were daunting.

  
At the time of the attacks, Robert Bonner 

was awaiting confirmation as commissioner 
of the U.S. Customs Service. When the 
plane struck the Pentagon, the Treasury 
Department—along with federal buildings 
across the Washington area—was evacuated, 
and Bonner joined other personnel in a Secret 
Service command center. 

It was from there, at 10:05 a.m., working 
in conjunction with acting personnel at 
Customs headquarters and colleagues from 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 
which then housed the U.S. Border Patrol, 
that the order was given to move the ports of 
entry to Alert Level 1.

One step short of closing the borders 
completely, the move meant total inspection 
of all vehicles, people and cargo. The massive 
increase in security led to huge backups at 
the land ports of entry as confusion grew 
about other possible points of attack.

  
As officials in Washington scrambled 

to respond to the attacks and understand 
their scope, the FAA took a step without 
precedent in the history of American 
aviation, ordering no further flights to take 
off, followed by an order for all planes in U.S. 
airspace to land immediately. 

Unfortunately, there was one plane 
that would not heed the order to land. 
United Airlines Flight 93, which also had 
been hijacked, crashed in a field in rural 
Pennsylvania about 20 minutes later. The 
plane, believed to be headed for downtown 
Washington, was reclaimed by passengers 
who prevented the terrorists on board from 
accomplishing their mission. 

  
That order to land every single plane 

flying in U.S. airspace was, like so many other 
events that day, unheard of. While the plan 
to clear the skies during an emergency had 
existed for decades, few air traffic controllers 
thought it would ever actually happen. Though 
it was technically possible, the realities of 
emptying the skies were daunting.

The U.S. Customs Air and Marine 
Interdiction Center in Riverside, Calif., 

H 	Damage to the west side of the  
Pentagon from the Sept. 11 crash  
of American Airlines Flight 77.

photo by USAF Tech Sgt. Cedric H Rudisill
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SEPTEMBER 11 (cont.)

8:42 a.m. Newark International Airport: 
United Airlines Flight 93 departs 42 minutes 
late for San Francisco.

8:46 a.m. American Airlines Flight 11 crashes 
into floors 94 to 98 of WTC North Tower.

Two military jets scramble to the New York 
area from Cape Cod, Mass.
	
The New York City Fire Department, or FDNY, 
receives the first report of an aircraft 
crashing into the North Tower and rushes 
to the WTC.

served as a national hub to monitor U.S. 
airspace for flights that might be related to 
smuggling drugs or other contraband. On 
a normal day, it would rely on powerful 
radar installations to bring illegal flights to 
the attention of law enforcement agencies 
nationwide. On Sept. 11 though, the center’s 
unique capabilities put it at the heart of 
the effort to ensure that planes across the 
country were grounded.

Over the course of the morning and 
early afternoon, AMIC personnel watched 
as radar screens once filled with more than 
4,500 aircraft slowed to just a few military 
and law enforcement planes patrolling major 
metropolitan areas. Those working that day 
provided guidance to controllers across the 
country in directing flights toward airports 
that could accommodate them. At the same 
time, their role in searching for flights that 
didn’t belong in the U.S. became more 
important than ever.

Any unexpected blip on the screen 
was a source of grave concern, as planes 
themselves had just become the most 
deadly weapons of terror ever used on 
U.S. soil. On Sept. 11, and in the days that 
followed, AMIC personnel worked around 
the clock, identifying unknown aircraft, 
tracking their flight paths, and alerting 
law enforcement personnel and the Secret 
Service of their presence so the pilots could 
be questioned. 

Whereas AMIC was once focused solely 
on the nation’s borders, it had become a 
sentinel, watching the skies over all of America.

  

H 	In images 
from the U.S. 
Customs Air 
and Marine 
Interdiction 
Center, each 
white dot 
represents an 
aircraft in flight. 
The top image 
displays 4,500 
aircraft flying at 
9 a.m. on Sept. 
11. The bottom 
image shows 
how, by 3 p.m. 
that day, AMIC 
personnel had 
overseen the 
grounding of all 
flights except 
for patrolling 
military aircraft.

2001
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Evacuation of the North and South Towers, 
the U.S. Custom House and all the other 
WTC buildings begins immediately after the 
North Tower impact. The Customs building 
empties in 12 minutes with no loss of life.

9:03 a.m. United Airlines Flight 175 
crashes into floors 78 to 84 of WTC 
South Tower.

9:15 a.m. Bridges and tunnels in New 
York begin to close to all but emergency 
vehicles and pedestrians.

9:25 a.m. The Federal Aviation Admini- 
stration orders the first-ever nationwide  
shutdown of U.S. air space, prohibiting  
the departure of all commercial,  

 Back in Washington, activity at 
both U.S. Customs headquarters in the 
Ronald Reagan Building and at Border 
Patrol headquarters was reaching a 
fever pitch. Outside of Border Patrol 
headquarters, agents stood guard and 
tightened access to the facility. In the 
Reagan building, the Situation Room 
became a hub of frantic activity—first to 
understand the nature of the attack and 
then to be a clearinghouse for information 
amid the massive communication 
issues created across the country.

As the sun set on that historic day, 
there were more questions than answers, 
more needs than resources, and the 
only thing that was sure was that for the 
guardians of America’s borders—not yet 
unified, but moving to act in unison—a 
new mission was set before them.

  
The effects of moving to Alert Level 

1, combined with diverted flights leaving 
citizens stranded on the opposite side of 
the border from their respective homes, 
quickly led to massive lines of traffic 
waiting to enter the country. The lines were 
particularly pronounced along the northern 
border. Lines to enter the country via 
Detroit’s Ambassador Bridge peaked at 12-
hour waits on Sept. 12. 

Within hours of the delays taking place, 
Customs reassigned inspectors from airports 
along the northern border to the nearest 
land port, since international flights were 
grounded in the days following the attacks. 
Customs aircraft, allowed to fly because of 

H 	Fire and rescue vehicles 
that responded to the 
World Trade Center call 
were destroyed by the 
towers’ collapse and 
ended their service in New 
York’s Fresh Kills Landfill.

     F r o n t l i n e   H   9 / 1 1  S p e c i a l  E d i t i o n       9

passenger and private flights. Northeast 
Air Defense Sector jets establish combat 
air patrol over Manhattan.

9:37 a.m. American 
Airlines Flight 
77 crashes into 
the Pentagon in 
Arlington, Va.

9:40 a.m. The FAA 
orders all 4,546 
aircraft in North 
American airspace 
to land immediately 
at the nearest airport.
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SEPTEMBER 11 (cont.)

9:45 a.m. Evacuations 
under way at the U.S. 
Capitol, the White House, 
the Empire State Building, 
the United Nations, the 
Kennedy Space Center, 
Disney World and other 
sites nationwide.

9:59 a.m. Fifty-six minutes 
after being struck by the 
plane, the WTC South Tower 
collapses in 9 seconds.

their law enforcement status, ferried staff to 
and from the Ambassador Bridge to work. 
In addition, National Guardsmen were 
activated by governors across the northern 
border to assist at the ports of entry.

The effects of the delay were significant, 
with auto plants in the U.S. that relied on 
just-in-time deliveries shutting down due 
to parts being stuck in the massive lines. In 
what was a precursor to the groundbreaking 
industry partnerships that would be 
created in the months ahead, Customs 
officials in Detroit and Washington worked 
with the auto industry to ensure the passage 
of vital cargo while maintaining the high 
level of security needed in those early days.

To avoid traffic on the bridges, a local 
barge operator was contracted to bring 
auto parts across the border by water for 
18 hours each day, and to ease the flow of 
traffic, extra lanes were opened in whichever 
direction (into or out of the country) had 
the largest backup.

The extra effort and manpower 
ultimately paid off, with wait times returning 
to pre-9/11 levels by Sept. 17, while full 
security screening was still under way.

  
In New York, the operations of the 

massive New York Field Office were 
relocated to John F. Kennedy International 
Airport in Queens, N.Y. On the day of 

10       H  A  D a y  L i k e  N o  O t h e r   H 

10:03 a.m. United Airlines 
Flight 93 crashes in a field 
in Shanksville, Pa., after the 
passengers on board realize 
the plane is en route to 
Washington, D.C., and force 
it to crash, killing all 44 
people on board.   

 

H 	The New York Custom House at 6 
World Trade Center was destroyed by 
the terrorist attack on Sept. 11, 2001.

2001

photo by Jam
es Tourtellotte
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10:28 a.m. One hour 
and 42 minutes after 
impact, the WTC North 
Tower collapses in 11 
seconds. WTC building 
6, the U.S. Custom 
House, is destroyed 
by falling debris and 
subsequent fire.  

5:20 p.m. The 47-story 
WTC building 7, across Vesey  
Street from the U.S. Custom  
House, collapses.	  

the attacks, and as the week continued, it 
was clear the field office’s resources would 
be vital in the recovery process in and 
around Ground Zero in lower Manhattan.

In the days following the attacks, 
Customs personnel stood guard over the 
site of the custom house at the World Trade 
Center, protecting the Customs vault that 

was still buried beneath the rubble. Others 
worked almost nonstop at the Fresh Kills 
landfill, where debris from the site was 
transported and searched. Along with staff 
from the New York Field Office, personnel 
from across the country began traveling to 
New York to assist in recovery efforts.

  

H 	Ground Zero debris removal 
was first estimated to take a 
year, but cleanup ended May 
2002. Three years later, in 
February 2005, the New York 
City Medical Examiner’s office 
finished identifying human 
remains from the site.
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It took seven years to build the World 
Trade Center towers and two hours and  
22 minutes to destroy them.
� 

photo by Jam
es Tourtellotte
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In an effort not seen 
since World War II, the 
nation comes together 
to secure and protect 
the homeland.

Alert Level One
U.S. Customs Service 
and Immigration 
and Naturalization 
Service order all 
ports of entry and 
the northern and 
southern international 
borders to alert 
level one status—

While the nation’s attention was 
focused on New York and Washington, 
though, a group of Customs employees in 
Indianapolis faced a particularly daunting 
logistical challenge: finding a new home for 
the massive number of displaced Customs 
personnel in New York. 

Within hours of the attack, staffers 
reached out to property management 
companies in the New York area seeking 
sufficient space to relocate operations and 
establish a technology infrastructure to 
resume operations quickly.

  
Less than a week after the attack, new 

space had been secured in two buildings in 
Manhattan, including at One Penn Plaza, 
which is still the home of the New York Field 
Office. One of the great feats by the staff in 
Indianapolis was finding adequate laboratory 
space for scientific teams to conduct their 
work. Fortuitously, a Food and Drug 
Administration facility recently had been 
finished, and it contained substantial extra 
lab space that was immediately available.

The diligent work of these employees 
ultimately proved key to the agency’s ability to 

resume its work in the New York area quickly.
Across the country, as eerily quiet 

airports began springing back to life 
once flight restrictions were lifted, 
increased security became a national 
mandate, bringing Border Patrol and 
Customs personnel side by side in a 
new environment for each: providing 
security for domestic air flights.

Under the auspices of Operation Safe 
Passage, hundreds of Border Patrol agents 
were relocated to airports across the country, 
while Customs agents were stationed 
throughout airports where they once only 
served in international flight areas. Along 
with the National Guard and U.S. Marshals, 
the federal role in airports of all sizes—from 
the smallest commercial airports with a 
flight or two each day to the nation’s busiest 
hubs—began to focus on keeping potential 
terrorists off flights.

The eventual creation of the Transporta-
tion Security Administration would take the 
place of this ad-hoc federal security role at the 
nation’s airports, but the side-by-side role of 
Border Patrol and Customs agents provided a 
glimpse of the future.

The diligent work of these employees ultimately 

proved key to the agency’s ability to resume  

its work in the New York area quickly.
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America Responds 

the highest security alert level short of 
shutting the border.

The Transportation Department grounds 
all private aircraft throughout the U.S. 
Every available Customs special agent, 
analyst, and inspector at headquarters is 
on call for the situation room, where data 
is arriving from field offices, including 
the Customs Air and Marine Interdiction 
Coordination Center in Riverside, Calif.

Within hours, INS sets up the Prevent 
Departure Unit, responsible for the rapid 
dissemination of prevent departure lists 
based on FBI watch lists.

With the increased security, cross-border 
traffic begins to build, causing long delays. 

2001
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Additional Customs, INS and Border Patrol 
employees deploy, working 24/7 to keep the 
land ports of entry operational and secure.

The FBI launches the largest criminal inquiry 
in U.S. history—code-named PENTTBOM for 
the Pentagon-Twin Towers bombing—involving 
7,000 of the FBI’s 11,000 special agents.  
INS commits almost 1,000 special agents to 
support PENTTBOM.

The U.S. Coast Guard mobilizes more than 
2,000 reservists in its largest homeland 
defense and port security operation since 
World War II. 

The Department of Defense begins combat 
air patrols over major U.S. cities.

The Federal Emergency Management 
Administration deploys a national urban 
search and rescue response team.

SEPT. 12
The FAA allows flights diverted on Sept. 11 
to continue to original destinations.

12:30 p.m. The last WTC survivor is rescued.

SEPT. 13
The Departments of the Treasury and 
Justice deploy personnel from Customs, 
Border Patrol and Marshals Service to 
U.S. airports to augment law enforcement 
as airports reopen.
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Operation Safe Passage launches and 317 
U.S. Border Patrol agents deploy to nine 
international airports to heighten security.

SEPT. 14
President George W. Bush declares a 
national emergency. 

To protect the U.S. from further airborne 
aggression, Congress enacts Operation 
Noble Eagle, managed by the North 
American Aerospace Command and including 
federal agencies such as Customs, the 
Coast Guard, and the FAA.

 

INS activates the National Security Unit to 
coordinate the investigation and possible 
detention of people of interest to other 
law enforcement agencies.  

The FBI releases a list of 19 suspected 
terrorists involved in the Sept. 11 attacks.
 
 SEPT. 2001 - JULY 2002

A recovery operation is established at the 
Fresh Kills Landfill on Staten Island to 
recover human remains, personal objects 
and evidence from the seven WTC buildings’ 
wreckage. 
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More than 300 people are identified 
from the remains brought to Fresh 
Kills. Items retrieved include: 
approximately 4,000 personal 
photographs, 54,000 personal items, 
and 1,358 vehicles, including fire 
and police vehicles.
 
Souvenir from “Top of the World - 
World Trade Center” was retrieved 
from the Fresh Kills recovery site.  

March 1, 2003, marked a distinct point of transition as  

agencies from across the government joined together to form  

the Department of Homeland Security. 

      
 SEPT. 19

U.S. Customs Office of Investigations 
establishes a Terrorism Response Task Force 
to coordinate all investigative leads and 
intelligence.  

 SEPT. 24
Robert C. Bonner is sworn in as the 17th, 
and last, U.S. Customs Service commissioner.

OCT. 7
The U.S. launches Operation Enduring 
Freedom in Afghanistan against al-Qaida and 
its leader, Osama bin Laden.  

     F r o n t l i n e   H   9 / 1 1  S p e c i a l  E d i t i o n       15

  
For those who were graduating from 

training academies in Georgia, South Carolina 
and New Mexico in the weeks following Sept. 
11, there was a stark realization that the nature 
of the jobs for which they were training had 
changed before their very eyes. In some cases, 
Customs personnel left their training at the 
Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in 
Glynco, Ga., and immediately began service 
in New York, providing security for the attack 
site or helping with the process of sorting 
through debris.

Border Patrol agents, including some 
whose academy graduation was interrupted 
on Sept. 11 with news of the attacks, entered 
duty at a time when the threats they faced on 
behalf of the nation were so grave that the 

stakes could not be any higher. Many would 
join newly formed or enhanced units and 
task forces designed to partner with other 
agencies—federal, state, local and tribal—to 
improve information and intelligence sharing.

  
At Customs headquarters in Washington 

in the months following the attack, the agency 
became fully engaged with the process of 
shifting its primary focus to a mission of anti-
terrorism. New offices and programs were 
put in place, including the establishment of 
the National Targeting Center in November 
2001 and an effort to track down and cut off 
terrorist finances called Operation Green 
Quest, among others.

It quickly became apparent that in 
order to secure the borders effectively while 
still maintaining the country’s vital flow 
of trade, private industry would need to 
be engaged as a partner in anti-terrorism 
efforts. Announced in November 2001, 
the Customs-Trade Partnership Against 
Terrorism officially began in April 2002 and 
remains a signature anti-terror program.

  

The evolution that took place from the 
frantic and harried response in the minutes, 
hours and days after Sept. 11, 2001, into the 
transformative months and years that followed 
represents nothing less than a sea change in 
how our nation protects its borders. The stories 
from New York and Washington at the center 
of the attacks alongside places nationwide, 
from Riverside to Indianapolis to Detroit, are 
emblematic of the ways, large and small, that 
people and organizations responded to make 
America a more secure nation.

March 1, 2003, marked a distinct 
point of transition as agencies from across 
the government joined together to form 
the Department of Homeland Security. 
Since that time, innovation, dedication and 
passion have been shown again and again, 
but the moments that led to that coming 
together tell a story of personal courage  
and professional commitment in the face  
of unprecedented challenge.

And so it was that a day that started 
like any other has changed every day since 
for the men and women of what is now U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection. 

H 	Along with One World Trade Center, 
pictured here under construction, 
the new World Trade Center site 
will feature three other high-rise 
office buildings and the National 
September 11 Memorial & Museum. 



Employees’ 9/11 remembrances  
deepen CBP’s history
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Collective Memory
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 OCT. 8
President Bush establishes the Office 
of Homeland Security and the Homeland 
Security Council. Pennsylvania Gov. 
Tom Ridge becomes the assistant to the 
president for homeland security.

OCT. 18
INS, Customs and the State Department 
meet with Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada and Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
and agree on actions to improve regional 
security on the U.S.-Canada border. 
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Employees’ 9/11 remembrances  
deepen CBP’s history

 OCT. 21
The National Targeting Center launches 
within Customs Office of Field Operations 
as the coordination point for all Customs 
anti-terrorism efforts.

OCT. 25
Operation Green Quest begins. Led by Customs 
and supported by the IRS, Secret Service, 
FBI, and other Treasury and Justice agencies, 
it targets terrorist funding sources. 

OCT. 25  
Operation Northern Shield and Operation 
Northern Passage deploy 110 U.S. Border 
Patrol agents to northern ports of entry 
to assist with immigration inspections and 
port security.
 

OCT. 29 	
President Bush establishes the Foreign 
Terrorist Tracking Task Force to increase 
immigration vigilance.

 NOV. 8
President Bush creates the Presidential 
Task Force on Citizen Preparedness in 
the War Against Terrorism to prepare and 
protect Americans from the potential 
consequences of terrorist attacks.
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Memory plays a complementary role to history by reuniting personal feelings 

with the account and strengthening the resolve to learn from history. 

     The personal accounts of the 9/11 events and their aftermath, 

excerpted in this edition of Frontline, provide highly individual points 

of view. They convey the emotions on the day of the attacks as well as 

those sentiments that later developed. These stories 

represent a collective memory of 9/11 that also will 

revive memories and emotions among readers.

These first-person accounts emphasize the essential elements 
of humanity that rose above the tragedies of 9/11. Throughout 
these stories, themes recur:

	 Coming together as one in spite of differing points of view;
	 Compassion for those who were hurt or who suffered loss;
	 Willingness to help and make sacrifices for others;
	 Commitment to the rule of law even when faced with  

unlawful acts;
	 Resolve to respond in accordance with our national values;
	 Vigilance to ensure that terrorism is thwarted within and 

without our borders.

CBP was created in response to the 9/11 attacks and 
we strive to bring the best of ourselves to serve the nation. 
This is a lesson learned from history and maintained in the 
collective memory of those who remember 9/11 and now 
work together as one CBP.

—David D. McKinney, Ph.D., Chief Historian

Stories edited by Susan Holliday and Dorie Chassin
The full, unedited stories are available at CBP.gov.
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NOV. 25
INS launches Operation Tarmac to ensure 
that companies comply with employment 
requirements to secure airport facilities.

 NOV. 26  
In Operation Northern Sentinel, Border 
Patrol and Coast Guard coordinate to 
increase Great Lakes regional safety  
and security.

DEC. 1 	
About 125 Customs special agents support 
the new FAA Federal Air Marshal Program 
until sufficient air marshals can be trained.� 

 � DEC. 3
INS establishes Immigration Control Officers 
to operate in source and transit countries 
worldwide, coordinating investigations and 
enforcement with host countries. 

 DEC. 5
INS announces the Alien Absconder 
Initiative, which adds the names of alien 
fugitives into the FBI’s National Crime 
Information Center database.     

DEC. 10
Operation Shield America begins, preventing 
terrorists from obtaining sensitive U.S. 
technology, weapons, and equipment.
 

‘I was there when it died’
I still have very vivid nightmares of the 

horrors seen in New York then.
 I was at my desk in the seventh floor 

executive suite of World Trade Center 
6, working on some emails, when, at 
approximately 8:45 a.m., I heard and felt a 
tremendous explosion. The whole building 
seemed to shake for an instant.

That experience brought back memories 
of an earlier explosion that I felt in February 
1993 when terrorists planted explosives in 
vehicles in the garage under the World Trade 
Center complex and caused tremendous 
damage. Fortunately, at that time there 
were relatively few people killed, but 
many were injured and Customs operations 
were interrupted at the trade center facility 
for a number of days until it was deemed safe 
to return to “normal” operations. However, 
as bad an experience as it was, it led us to 
plan and prepare as best we could for  
future situations.

On this morning in 2001, I heard my 
secretary scream. She had raced to the 
window and saw some of the damage. By the 
time I got to the window and looked down, 
I saw the body of what appeared to be a 
woman on the sidewalk outside. A man had 

gone to assist her, but she was obviously 
dead. He took his jacket off and placed it 
over her body.

As I looked around, I saw that the 
revolving door entrance to the North 
Tower had been blown out and smoke was 
pouring into the street. Assuming that it 
was another bombing, I returned to my desk 
and hit autodial on my telephone. My call 
was answered instantly by George Heavey, a 
close associate of mine and one of Assistant 
Commissioner Bonni Tischler’s assistants in 
the Office of Field Operations. I told George 
that I thought that we had been hit again 
with another bombing and asked that he 
make higher-level authorities in Washington 
aware. I also advised him that based upon 
protocol we had established after the earlier 
attack, we would evacuate the building and 
that I would follow up with further details as 
they developed. To my knowledge, that was 
the first time that headquarters learned that 
some serious damage may have been done 
to the New York office or that there had been 
another serious incident in New York City.

I ensured that the evacuation alarm had 
been set into motion. I really did not have to 
tell anyone in my office what to do or advise 

anyone in the building—the procedures 
had been laid out years earlier and we had 
practiced evacuations at least twice a year. 
Our staff was well trained and followed 
procedures to the letter.

Looking back, it seems almost surreal, 
almost ludicrous, but the last thing I did 
when leaving the office myself was to lock 
the exit door. I made a quick walk around 
the seventh floor of building 6 to ensure that 
everyone had indeed left their offices. I really 
didn’t have to do that; the floor was vacant 
already. I would hazard a guess that all of 
this took less than 10 minutes, maybe 15 at 
the outside.

As I took the emergency exit stairwell 
from our floor, I came across two Customs 
special agents stationed at the ground floor. 
I wish that I could remember their names, 
but age has taken a toll on what used to be a 
fairly good memory. They advised me not to 
take the usually designated evacuation route, 
which extended between building 6 and the 

John J. Martuge 
was the director of 
field operations for 
the U.S. Customs 
Service in New 
York on Sept. 11. 
He is now retired.

2001
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DEC. 12 	
Canada and the U.S. sign the Smart 
Border Declaration to improve security 
and efficiency along the U.S.- 
Canada border.

DEC. 22
British citizen 
Richard Reid 
attempts to blow 
up a flight from 
Paris to Miami by 
trying to ignite 
plastic explosives 
in his shoes. This 
alerts a flight 
attendant and 
passengers, who 

wrestle Reid into submission. Reid later 
becomes known as the “shoe bomber,” 
is indicted on terrorism charges and 
sentenced to life in prison.  

JAN. 10
President Bush signs a $2.9 billion 
bioterrorism appropriations bill.  

JAN. 14

Operation Northern Vigilance deploys 100 
Border Patrol agents among all northern 
border sectors to increase detection, 
deterrence, and prevention. 

North Tower. They said at least a couple of 
horribly mangled bodies were along that path 
and that extensive debris was still falling.

It was they who advised me that it was 
not a bomb, but an aircraft that had hit the 
North Tower. They pointed up and, as I 
followed their direction, I saw a huge gaping 
hole on the north side of that tower, and 
there was a great deal of debris and smoke 
and flames coming out. The aircraft had 
hit directly above building 6, which was no 
more than 20 or 25 feet north and slightly 
west of the North Tower. We assumed that it 
was a horrible accident. It was not unusual 
to see quite a bit of air traffic coming up and 
down the river at all times. An accident did 
not seem improbable.

I walked west of building 6 and across 
a rather large bridge that connected the 
trade center complex to the World Financial 

Center. As I exited that bridge towards the 
river, I came across a number of Customs 
employees who had come from different 
offices across the country to attend a trade 
seminar. They mingled with a number of 
New York employees. They were obviously 
upset and were asking me whether or not 
they might be able to get back into building 
6 that day to get their personal belongings. 
I advised them that upon seeing the serious 
damage done to the trade center, it was very 
unlikely and that they should return to their 
hotels and call our 800 number the following 
morning to get further instructions. This was 
about 9:15 a.m.

At about that time, I heard the gathered 
throng, probably in the thousands by 
then, scream almost in unison. As I looked 
back toward the trade center, the second 
aircraft flew into the South Tower. By then, 

all of us knew that this was no accident and 
that the U.S. was under direct attack.

One thing sticks in my memory, and 
probably will for whatever time I have left 
on earth. As I looked back at the trade 
center complex when the second plane 
hit, a number of people fell or, more likely, 
jumped from the upper floors of the North 
Tower. I distinctly recall seeing two people 
holding hands as they descended. I could 
not tell if it was a man and a woman, or two 
women, but they remained holding hands 
all the way down. Fortunately the height of 
the intervening buildings prevented me and 
those around me from seeing their impact. 
Of all the things I saw that day, that sight still 
haunts me and causes nightmares.

After the second plane hit, I tried to 
call headquarters from my cell phone, but 
communications were disrupted. However, 
I was able to contact our JFK Airport 
office and spoke with Area Director Susan 
Mitchell. I asked her to try to communicate 
with headquarters from her facility and to let 
them know what had transpired up to that 
point. It was also quite clear that Customs 
operations from the World Trade Center 
site were no longer feasible. I also advised 
Susan that I would attempt to get to JFK to 
establish a new, temporary, New York field 
operations command center. 

As I walked hurriedly north from 
the World Financial Center toward a New 

‘The courage, the bravery and the 
dedication to duty that those people 
exhibited that day should be forever 
recounted and celebrated for as long 
as this nation stands.’

2002
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JAN. 17

Customs 
Commissioner 
Bonner proposes 
the Container 
Security Initiative 
to identify high-risk containers and 
prescreen them prior to shipment. 

JAN. 17-18

Border Patrol and other INS officials 
meet with Native American leaders to 
strengthen North American border 
security. 

JAN. 29

Border Patrol and Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police host Project Northstar meeting 
to discuss additional integrated border 
enforcement teams for the U.S.-Canada 
border. Within five years the program 
expands to 24 teams in 15 regions. 

FEB. 1

Border Patrol deploys 262 agents to 
Utah for the 2002 Winter Olympics for 
24/7 outer perimeter security.

‘Silence was deafening’
One of the most memorable things that 

stands out 10 years later is the utter 
quiet in the skies. Almost immediately, 

the noise of the Dulles take-offs and landings, 
which had become so commonplace, 
disappeared. The silence was deafening. 

 The impact of just that lack of noise 
hit me very hard and made me realize the 
seriousness of the situation. The reports on 
television and radio could be turned off, but 
the silence in the skies was what made it all 
so real. 

Arthur Fay now works as a 
training liaison in CBP’s Office 
of Information and Technology 
in Springfield, Va. On Sept. 
11 he was a trainer for a tech 
company in Herndon, Va., not 
far from Dulles International 
Airport and very close to 
one of its flight paths.

York City subway station, I recall seeing 
hundreds, maybe thousands, of New York 
City firemen and police officers rushing 
south toward the World Trade Center. I 
vividly remember thinking how incongruous 
it all seemed. I was running out of harm’s 
way and they were running directly into it. 
The courage, the bravery and the dedication 
to duty that those people exhibited that 
day should be forever recounted and 
celebrated for as long as this nation stands. 
I remain certain that many of those I saw 
then were among those killed that day.

I was able to get on what may very 
well have been the last subway train 
heading north that day from that lower 
Manhattan site. As I got to Penn Station, I 

checked the schedule board and raced to 
get on the first train that indicated Jamaica, 
N.Y., [the station closest to JFK Airport] 
as a destination. Once again, as luck or 
fate would have it, that train may also have 
been among the very last to leave before all 
service was halted. As my train came out 
of the tunnel from Manhattan to Queens, 
N.Y., someone screamed as he saw the South 
Tower of the World Trade Center collapse. 
All that we could see from our train was a 
huge cloud of smoke and debris.

When I got to the Jamaica station, I 
was met by a couple of Susan’s supervisory 
officers in a marked vehicle to take me to 
JFK. At that time, they advised me that 
the North Tower had also collapsed. I just 

could not believe it. At the time of the 1993 
bombing, engineers and architects from the 
Port Authority of New York and New Jersey 
advised Customs managers that the facility 
was just too solidly designed and built to be 
destroyed by any terrorist group.

As a young Customs officer, I watched 
the World Trade Center being built, from 
a hole in the ground to the completion of a 
magnificent edifice. I even helped to design 
some of the interior building 6 office space 
that Customs used. Compared to what we 
had before, it was magnificent! Then, horror 
of horrors, I was there when it died! When I 
was able to get back there, about a week or so 
later, building 6 was just a burned out hollow 
shell. It was a devastating sight. 

2002
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MAR. 1 	
Customs announces a plan to work with air 
carriers to gain passenger and crew informa-
tion prior to U.S. arrivals of foreign flights.

MAR. 12 	
President Bush issues directive establishing 
the Homeland Security Advisory System, the 
color-coded alert system.
 

MAR. 22

Mexico and the U.S. sign a Smart Border 
Declaration to improve security and 
efficiency on the U.S.-Mexico border.

APRIL 8 	
INS changes rules governing an alien’s 
ability to begin a course of study during a 
permitted visit to the U.S.

APRIL 16 	
Customs launches the Customs-Trade 
Partnership Against Terrorism, or C-TPAT, 
to strengthen 
U.S. borders 
and overall 
international 
supply chain 
security.

‘As essential as the next person’
I flew from the Rio Grande Valley to 

Border Patrol Central Region Office 
in Dallas on Sept. 10 on a two-

week detail to help alleviate some of 
the mounting paperwork and reported 
to work early on the morning of Sept. 
11. While I was being introduced to 
staff we became aware of the attacks.

My temporary assignment was 
scrubbed. I vividly remember our chief 
ordering all “non-essentials” to vacate the 
building and to return home till further 
notice. There was a dash for the elevators. 
Being fairly new to federal employment, 
I wasn’t accustomed to phrases like “non-
essential.” In my mind, I was as essential 
as the next person. So I stayed to assist in 
whatever way I could.

I went to work immediately, 
volunteering to work the graveyard shift at 
the makeshift command center. My two-
week detail kept getting extended. Despite 
missing my family, I didn’t want to leave 
those other folks behind. They were missing 
their families just as much as I was.

After three months, one night at the 
command center a senior patrol agent 
discovered that I was not an agent. He 

asked how I had been 
able to secure the 
assignment. Embarrassing 
as it was, I confessed to not 
knowing what the term 
“non-essential” meant and 
that I had stayed behind 
due to ignorance. We all 
had a good laugh and I was 
sent home soon afterward.

A week later I learned 
that I had earned a 
superior accomplishment 
award. It was presented 
to me by my sector 
chief and is proudly 
displayed in my office. 

Carlos Jesus Gonzalez now is a 
mission support assistant in the 
CBP Office of Information and 
Technology in McAllen, Texas. 
He also served as a mission 
support assistant on Sept. 11.

     F r o n t l i n e   H   9 / 1 1  S p e c i a l  E d i t i o n       21

ph
ot

o 
by

 V
ict

or
 M

. P
en

a



COLLECTI        V E  MEMORY    

22       H  C o l l e c t i v e  M e m o r y   H 

  

MAY 6

INS begins Operation Glowworm, verifying 
employment compliance at nuclear facilities 
to ensure national security.

MAY 14 		
President Bush signs the Enhanced Border 
Security and Visa Entry Reform Act.

JUNE 	
INS initiates the National Security Entry 
Exit Registration System requiring foreign 
visitors from 25 countries to register in 

person with the INS if they stay in the US 
for more than 30 days.

JULY 	
The Justice Department establishes the 
National Joint Terrorism Task Force with  
40 agency members to share information 
and manage large-scale projects.  

JULY 3 	
President Bush expedites the naturalization 
of aliens on active-duty military service.

 

What struck me the most was 
the eerie quietness of the sky 
on that day. 

Imperial County/El Centro is 
home to the El Centro Naval Air 
Station and is a major airline corridor 
for Los Angeles International Airport, 
San Diego’s Lindbergh Field, and 
John Wayne Airport in Orange 
County. It is common to see dozens 
upon dozens of airliners leaving 
contrails in our clear blue skies, criss-
crossing each other, heading east or 
west, north or south to reach their 
final destinations.

The distinct sound of the jet 
engines three, four miles high and 
planes making their final approach to 
San Diego is a distinguishable sound 
and a daily occurrence, but on that 

day and a couple afterward, 
the skies were like a ghost 
town. There were no 
planes, no sounds, no 
contrails. The only planes 
in our sky were military 
fighter aircraft. 

John H. Betz is a supervisory agent at 
the Border Patrol’s El Centro Sector in 
California and held the same position 
with the Border Patrol on Sept. 11.

‘No planes, no sounds, no contrails’

2002
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JULY 7

The Office of 
Homeland Security 
issues the first 
National Strategy 
for Homeland 
Security.

AUG. 21

President Bush 
orders further 
safeguards for  
U.S. vessels, harbors, ports  
and waterfront facilities. 

OCT. 3

Operation Ironclad deploys temporary 
Border Patrol checkpoints near the Canadian 
border. Operation expands to coastal and 
Southwest border sectors in March 2003.

OCT. 25 	
President Bush signs the 
Department of Homeland 
Security Act. Tom Ridge 
is the DHS secretary-
designate. 

‘Quiet heroism’
It was the second day of high school for 

my son. We had not quite gotten our new 
routine down. The plan was that my wife 

Susan would drive past JFK International 
Airport—where she was the area director for 
the U.S. Customs Service—and drop my son 
off at his high school on Long Island. I would 
drive directly to the airport, where I worked 
for the Customs Office of Information and 
Technology, to start work early so I could pick 
him up in the afternoon.

Almost immediately after the towers 
collapsed, I received a call from my son’s high 
school on my cell phone that I should pick him 
up immediately because the school was closing 
for the day.  As I turned to leave my office the 
phone rang. I answered the phone with an 
abrupt, “I can’t talk now,” but before I could 
slam the phone down I heard the calming 
voice of my wife Susan, who said she received a 
similar call from the high school.

We agreed that I would get our son and 
then I told her I loved her. She responded by 
saying she loved me and asked me to call her 
when Kyle and I got home so she knew we 
were safe. As we both hung up I knew she 
was already in the process of activating JFK’s 
continuity of operation plan and that she and 
her senior management team were making 

every effort to contact 6 World Trade Center 
to render whatever assistance they could 
while preparing to relocate the New York 
Field Office to the JFK location.

As I left the parking lot to pick up my 
son, I thought of my wife, an extraordinary 
professional who understood her duty and 
responsibility to fulfill the oath of office 
she had taken in January 1978. “Customs 
couples” were not uncommon, and CBP 
couples still are not uncommon. Many 
Customs couples would meet their family 
and professional responsibilities that day 
with quiet heroism.

My son and I arrived home 
safely at about 2 p.m. followed many 
hours later by an extremely exhausted 
Customs area director. But when 
she came through the door she was 
simply Kyle’s mom and my wife.

Many New York Customs employees 
lost relatives or friends in the attacks. 
We found out that while Sue was doing 
her duty, her firefighter cousin, Daniel 
O’Callaghan, lost his life trying to help 
others evacuate from the towers. Perhaps 
the saddest Customs story was that of an 
import specialist whose youngest son lost 
his life in the towers. 

Michael Mitchell today 
is the director of the 
trade operations division 
in CBP’s Office of Field 
Operations. His wife, 
Susan Mitchell, is 
the deputy assistant 
commissioner for CBP’s 
Office of Intelligence and 
Investigative Liaison.

‘Many Customs  
couples would 
meet their family 
and professional 
responsibilities  
that day with  
quiet heroism.’
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Dec. 16
	

 

The morning after the attack, the entire 
German military stood in formation and 
listened to a statement by the German 

defense minister, expressing the country’s 
sympathy for the senseless act and support for 
the U.S. All military personnel observed one 
minute of silence at attention. The chancellor 
spoke to the nation later that day and called 
for two minutes of silence the following day. 
Whether you were at the grocery store or 
school, everything stopped for two minutes—
cars stopped on the autobahn and factories 
halted their assembly lines.

Over the next few weeks in Germany, 
every city hall had displays of candles, 
flowers, American flags, pictures, sympathy 
cards and a condolence letter people could 
sign. More than half of the population of 

Germany signed the letters, which their 
ambassador later presented to President Bush.

In Berlin, 200,000 people gathered 
to express their sympathy and support 
for their American friends. Germans use 
two words for friend. The first translates 
to acquaintance and the second translates 
to friend. Germans have considered the 
U.S. a friend since post-World War II 
reconstruction and the Berlin airlift.

Since no one knew when or where 
the next attack might occur, security in the 
country was immediately increased. Police 
carrying automatic weapons patrolled 
airports, train stations and town squares. By 
the end of the week, police had arrested a cell 
of terrorists in Hamburg. There was a feeling 
of uncertainty. Would there be more attacks? 
Would the world be plunged into war? 
Against whom? How would President Bush 
react to the attack? Strangers on the street 
asked me what I thought would happen next.

I first considered working for CBP 
after serving as an Air Guard member in 
Operation Jump Start, which sent National 
Guard troops to the border. During my work 
with the Border Patrol in Arizona, I gained 
a new respect for the hard work our agents 
do and the professionalism with which they 
perform their duties.

The most inspiring part of working for 
CBP is the sense of mission evident in the 
organization, from the commissioner down to 
the frontline officers and agents. 

‘Everything stopped’

2002 2003

MAR. 1 	
Bureau of Customs and Border Protection is 
established in DHS and includes: the Customs 
Service, transferred from the Treasury 
Department; the immigration inspection and 
enforcement functions of INS, including the 
Border Patrol; the plant protection and 
quarantine inspection programs from the 
Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, 
Department of Agriculture. Robert Bonner 
becomes the first CBP commissioner.
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Brad Benson is a public 
affairs specialist at CBP 
headquarters. On Sept. 11 he 
was serving as an Air National 
Guard member in Germany 
near the Danish border.

photo by Eric Blum

A new cargo security program, 
Free and Secure Trade, or FAST, is 
announced to expedite processing 
of participants’ qualifying truck 
cargo at northern and southern 
U.S. land ports.
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‘No planes crossed our borders’
Not too long after we started manning 

the operations floor, the second World 
Trade building was hit, and a following 

report came to the floor that the Pentagon 
had been hit. It only seemed like minutes 
later when we got the word that the Federal 
Aviation Administration had ordered all 
aircraft to land immediately. We started 
calling all of our airborne assets and advising 
them to land at the nearest airport.

Our base was locked down and 
information technology personnel worked 
furiously to set up a crisis response center 
complete with extensive communications 
and radar coverage.

As the morning progressed, the radar 
scopes became darker and darker as all the 
other aircraft either landed or diverted to 
other countries for landing. 

Looking at Michigan, I observed 
a target departing the Upper Peninsula 
and heading south. It started to angle for 
Chicago as I noticed a military aircraft in 
southern Michigan head northeast. I figured 
that air defense would spot the target and 
intercept it, but after a few minutes the 
military aircraft was still on the northeast 
heading. I called on the hotline to report 
the target. When the sector answered, 
the noise sounded like pure chaos in that 
room, with radios blasting and people 
shouting. After I reported the target 
the interceptor took an abrupt heading 
toward the target. The fighter flew tight 
circles around the target until the target 
disappeared off the scope, forced to land.

No planes crossed our borders. I 
observed aircraft heading from Europe 
to Mexico, which would normally 
fly over Florida, circle completely 
around the U.S. to stay out of the air 
defense identification zone. 

On Sept. 11, Robert 
Bowles was a member of 
the U.S. Customs Office 
of Investigations, Air 
and Marine Interdiction 
Coordination Center in 
Riverside, Calif., which 
later became the CBP Air 
and Marine Operations 
Center. He now serves as 
a program manager for 
training at that facility.
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MAR. 5 			 
U.S. Border Patrol Chief Gustavo De La 
Viña formally transfers the Border Patrol 
flag to CBP. From left, CBP Commissioner 
Robert Bonner; De La Viña and ICE 
Commissioner Michael Garcia.

MAR. 17 	
DHS implements Operation Liberty Shield,  
a comprehensive, coordinated response 
among federal, state, and local authorities 
to protect Americans during heightened  
risk periods. 
 

 

‘It only seemed like minutes later 
when we got the word that the Federal 
Aviation Administration had ordered 
all aircraft to land immediately.’
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 ‘Personal motivation’

 

When I got to a television at the port, 
I saw that both towers had been 
hit. I called my sister Karen and 

she confirmed that my brother-in-law, Sean 
Rooney, was at work in one of the towers. 
She had already spoken to my sister Beverly 
Eckert (Sean’s wife) by phone in Stamford, 
Conn. I remember leaving work and checking 
in on my elderly mother and then repeatedly 
talking to my sister Karen.  

I learned that Bev and Sean were 
talking on the phone until the moment the 
building collapsed. They had been together 
since high school in the late 1960s and 
were truly soul mates. I later learned more 
of their final conversation: that Sean was 
extremely brave in the face of death and 
that one of his final statements to Beverly 
was to “get the bastards that did this.” That 
statement alone has been a great source 
of personal motivation since the attack.

Beverly’s friends drove her from 
Stamford to Buffalo so she could be with 
family. The Eckert and Rooney families 
gathered together in Buffalo that evening 
to console Beverly. About a week later, 
we had a memorial for Sean in my 
sister Susan’s backyard—the same spot 
where Sean and Bev were married. So 

many people attended and I marveled 
at the strength of my sister Beverly.

Not too long after the attack, Bev focused 
her energies for change and co-chaired an 
organization called Voices of September 11th 
that helped 9/11 family members. She also 
advocated for victims’ compensation, airline 
security, skyscraper safety, memorials and the 
recovery of victims’ remains.

Bev and a group of 12 surviving family 
members became the 9/11 Family Steering 
Committee. For nearly three years after 9/11, 
she lobbied and testified before Congress. Her 
group was a major influence in getting the 
9/11 Commission investigation that resulted 
in reforms that are in effect today.  

After the 9/11 Commission report was 
released and its recommendations began to 
be implemented, Beverly settled into a more 
“normal” life. In later years, Bev became 
involved in many types of volunteer work 
for groups like Habitat for Humanity, much 
of it in honor of Sean.  In late 2008, Bev 
again took up her citizen activist role and 
began to champion some of her favorite 
causes, but on Feb. 12, 2009, while en 
route to Buffalo from Newark to award an 
annual scholarship set up in Sean’s name, 
Beverly was killed in a plane crash.   

2003
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MAR. 20 	
Start of the Iraq War, or Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, with the U.S. bombing of Baghdad.

MAR. 27 		
CBP Commissioner Bonner announces the 
24-Hour Rule requiring advance cargo 
manifests from sea carriers.

April 10 		
The agency website, www.CBP.gov, launches. 

Aug. 19 	
DHS Secretary Tom Ridge unveils the 
official DHS seal.

 

Raymond Eckert 
works as a criminal 
enforcement and fraud 
prevention officer in CBP’s 
Advanced Targeting Unit 
at the port of Buffalo, 
N.Y. On Sept. 11, he 
served as an INS senior 
inspector in intelligence 
in Niagara Falls, N.Y.

photo by Thom
as J. Rusert



‘The condolences kept coming’

I landed in Yerevan, Armenia, just 
as the first plane hit the tower in 
New York. My embassy handlers 

hurried me through the terminal where 
I saw what I thought was a scene from 
a disaster movie on a lounge TV. My 
handlers told me my luggage would be 
delivered later and drove me quickly to 
my hotel and told me to stay there.

The U.S. embassy reopened after a 
day, so I was able to attend my planned 

meetings there. Armenians came to the 
front of the embassy all day, laying flowers 
in front of the building and signing a book 
of condolences. Everyone I met expressed 
sympathy for me and my country. I spent 
most of the week attending an FBI training 
program for the Armenian police that my 
office sponsored and the condolences kept 
coming. I couldn’t get a flight home from 
Europe so continued my mission in Kiev, 
Ukraine. The embassy there was festooned 

with flowers and everyone who knew I was 
from the U.S. shook or held my hand and 
shared our grief.

After another week I finally got a 
flight home out of Frankfurt. When I 
returned to my office on Navy Hill across 
from Main State, my colleague told me 
how he had watched from the office next 
to mine as the plane struck the Pentagon. 
That’s the view I, too, would have had 
from my office.    

Edward Schack currently 
serves as a program manager 
for the Office of Training 
and Development at CBP 
headquarters in Washington, D.C. 
He was a Customs inspector 
on detail with the Department 
of State on Sept. 11. 

2004

Sept. 10 	
Renovated CBP office space for 
approximately 350 former WTC Customs 
personnel opens in Newark, N.J.

DEC. 5 	
CBP publishes Trade Act of 2002 
regulations that require advance  
electronic transmission of information  
on all arriving and departing cargo.

  

Jan. 5 	
DHS deploys US-VISIT 
to collect biometric and 
biographic information from 
foreign visitors at U.S. visa-
issuing posts and upon their 
U.S. arrival and departure.

Oct. 21

Commissioner Bonner 
dedicates the new Border Patrol Academy 
in Artesia, N.M., for the first time 
consolidating all Border Patrol training  
at one facility. 

‘Armenians came to the front of  
the embassy all day, laying flowers 
in front of the building and  
signing a book of condolences.’ 
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‘Love and 
concern’
Each person’s face was grief stricken 

as they arrived at the port of entry 
from Canada. The car radios were 

on and they kept telling me that planes 
were heading into the World Trade Center 
towers in New York City. I thought they 
were trying to evade inspections, but each 
person who came through was crying and 
one commuter had the radio on for me 
to hear that the second plane had hit the 
second tower. 

Even though most of the commuters 
were Canadian, each cried in disbelief as the 
radio continued to express the horror that 
was happening. Each Canadian commuter 
showed love and concern. 

Yvonne Ziemba serves as a 
CBP paralegal specialist at the 
port of Detroit. She was an INS 
immigration inspector working 
the Detroit-Canada border during 
the morning rush on Sept. 11.

2004 2005

28       H  C o l l e c t i v e  M e m o r y  H 

Oct. 25

Operation Stonegarden begins, allowing 
grants to states, tribes and local 
governments to fund enhanced border 
security operations.

Oct. 31

Customs Service Air and Marine Operations 
transfer from ICE to CBP.

     

Jan. 28

The first three Border Support Teams 
launch to assist border control in Iraq.

Mar. 25

DHS launches the Arizona Border Control 
Initiative. All DHS agencies in Arizona 
collaborate to deter, detect, arrest and 
prosecute all illicit cross-border traffic.

Dec. 6

Operation Streamline begins, effecting 
immediate prosecution of illegal immigrants 
apprehended in specific enforcement zones.

‘Each Canadian 
commuter showed 
love and concern.’
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 July 11

Caribbean Border Interagency Group forms 
to integrate anti-terrorism and border 
enforcement efforts by all DHS and Justice 
Department agencies in the Caribbean.  

NOV. 17

W. Ralph Basham, the second CBP 
commissioner, joins with leaders from ICE, 
the Coast Guard, the Canada Border Services 
Agency and Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
to establish Integrated Border Enforcement 
Teams between the U.S. and Canada.

Jan. 17

CBP’s air and marine 
operations, separate 
offices until now, 
are combined under 
the Office of Air  
and Marine.  
 

June 15

Operation Jump 
Start activates 6,000 National Guard 
troops to assist the Border Patrol 
along the U.S. Southwest border. 

‘We trekked cross- 
country and bonded’
On Sept. 12, sector headquarters 

was abuzz getting agents mobilized 
for a relief effort at Ground Zero. 

Occasionally, someone from sector training 
would tell us that they were trying to get us a 
military flight or charter to the Border Patrol 
Academy at the Federal Law Enforcement 
Training Center in Georgia, but with each 
passing hour, it seemed less likely. Finally, near 
the end of the day, we were told that our class 
was going to be canceled until further notice. 
To make things worse, since the next classes 
had already been slotted, we would be in a 
holding pattern for at least three more classes.

For me, this was simply not an option. 
I had waited patiently through a 13-month 
hiring process for this job offer and I refused 
to wait another three months. We gathered 
a quick consensus among the class and told 
sector headquarters that we were willing to 
rent cars with our own money and drive across 
the country to Georgia if we could keep our 
academy slots.

A few hours later, the instructors told us 
that if we were willing to travel by bus from San 
Diego to Georgia, picking up classmates on our 

way, they would allow us to keep our current 
academy schedule. They wouldn’t have time 
to charter a bus for us for a few more days, so 
we’d have to complete the first leg of the trip by 
Greyhound bus. We didn’t care. By 5 a.m. the 
next day, we were on our way.

At first, the bus ride was a bit of a novelty. 
In El Centro, we added eight more classmates 
to our crew and then proceeded to El Paso, 
Texas, stopping at every Greyhound stop on 
the way. By the time we hit Texas, we were 
more than ready for that chartered bus.

A lot of fast new friendships were formed 
as we trekked cross country and bonded 
through our shared discomfort. We made the 
2,500 mile trek over three days, stopping only 
for gas, fast food, and for a few hours on the 
side of the road while our driver rigged up the 
fan belt with a bungee cord. I think that the 
time we spent on that bus enabled us to form 
the roots of a team that would help us to make 
it through the academy together.

We arrived at the academy in Glynco, 
Ga., a week later than originally scheduled. 
We had to work longer days than the normal 
academy class and we worked through our 

first two weekends in order to make up for the 
days that we had missed. When we settled into 
the normal academy schedule, it seemed like 
a piece of cake compared to what we had just 
been through.

For me, Sept. 11 made what I was training 
for much more real and important. In the 
classroom, we received all of the same training 
as any other Border Patrol Academy session, 
but always with the caveat that “all of this will 
probably change now that 9/11 has happened.”

Border Patrol Academy Class 484 began 
with 37 American citizens and ended with 
34 Border Patrol agents. As we approach 
our 10-year anniversary, 30 are still agents. 
A few have moved on to other agencies and 
a few have just moved on. I credit Sept. 11 
to some degree for our success and for our 
commitment to the patrol.

To this day, when I tell someone my class 
number, I often hear, “You weren’t that class 
that bussed to the academy, were you?”  I can’t 
help but feel a bit of pride as I answer, “Yes.” 

Supervisory Border Patrol 
Agent Paul Metts now serves 
in San Diego Sector and is an 
officer in the California Army 
National Guard. He and seven 
classmates began their pre-
academy Border Patrol training 
in San Diego on Sept. 9, 2001.
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Sept. 30

Special Operations Group launches 
to enable Border Patrol teams to 
respond rapidly with special tactics 
and techniques, search and rescue, 
and medical response capabilities.

DEC. 25 	
Nigerian Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab 
tries and fails to detonate plastic 
explosives hidden in his underwear 
on Northwest Airlines Flight 253 
from Amsterdam to Detroit.
 

MAY 1

Attempted car bombing in New York’s Times 
Square by Faisal Shahzad, a Pakistani-
born U.S. citizen. Quick CBP action led 
to Shahzad’s capture as he boarded a 
flight at JFK Airport to Dubai, United Arab 
Emirates.

OCT. 29 	
Package bombs found on U.S.-bound cargo 
planes in England and Dubai.
  

2007

2009

2010

‘Working 16 hours per day’

As the days went on after Sept. 11, 
staffing of officers went from 
working eight-hour shifts to 

consecutive double shifts working 16 
hours per day. The only family time the 
officers had was on scheduled days off. 
Then all officers would again start the  
16 hour per day regimen till their next  
day off.

At that time I lived in McAllen, 
Texas, approximately 45 miles away from 
Progreso. My daily commute to and from 
the port took about two hours. By the 
time I would get off work, get home, relax 
and fall asleep it was time to get up and 
go to work. I was averaging about four 
hours of sleep a day. My fellow officers 

were all doing their share even though 
they were exhausted. After a couple of 
weeks I questioned myself whether I could 
continue to function at this rate. We didn’t 
know how long we would be expected 
to work at this pace and the fatigue was 
starting to set in.

Fortunately, I owned a travel trailer. 
I started to check the trailer parks close 
to the port of entry, asking if they would 
allow me to move my trailer in during 
the time of our country’s need. Most of 
the trailer parks would not allow me to 
stay because I was not 50 years old. I only 
found one trailer park that would let me 
park my trailer there. I truly appreciated 
their willingness to help. From there my 
commute was only about five minutes to 
the port of entry. I was finally able to get 
the rest my body needed.

I also offered my fellow officers with the 
same kind of commute to stay in my trailer if 
they needed. This lifestyle went on for almost 
a month and a half before the port operations 
started to return to normal. If it had not been 
for the trailer park and my family’s support it 
would have been almost impossible for me to 
function during this time.

I am very proud to be part of 
Customs and Border Protection. It gives 
me the same pride as when I served our 
country in the Army. 

William Curtis Stewart, a CBP 
canine officer at the Pharr 
port of entry in Texas, was 
serving as a U.S. Customs 
canine enforcement officer 
at the Progreso port of entry 
in south Texas on Sept. 11.
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‘True professionals’
Two days after 9/11 at around 9:45 p.m., I 

received a very unusual phone call from 
the New York Times—calling to find out 

if I had survived the attack on the trade center. 
I asked why, out of all the thousands of people 
who worked there, would they be calling me? 

The reporter told me that a lady living 
in Brooklyn found a ruling letter that I 
had signed in her backyard the day after 
9/11. It was singed around the edges and 
looked official. When the North Tower 
went down it created such a strong air 
current that it took the ruling letter over 
the East River and into Brooklyn.

After finding the letter the lady was 
so upset that she called the Times to report 
what she found and asked if they could find 
out if I had survived. She was relieved to 
hear that I was OK. The story appeared in 
the Times the next day.

The next several weeks resulted in 
several amazing accomplishments through 
the coordinated efforts of various offices 
in the Customs Service. Our new location 
at One Penn Plaza was up and running in 
record time. While our temporary space 
initially looked more like a warehouse 
than an office, it was wired for computer 

access and stocked with computers, 
supplies and telephones.

On Oct. 9, the employees were 
contacted and told to report to work 
at One Penn Plaza. While many 
of my employees were eligible to 
retire, no one did. They all returned.

I’ll never forget the pure joy 
of seeing everyone again in our 
temporary conference room. It 
was one of the happiest days of my 
near-40-year career. Despite losing 
all their national commodity files, 
records and resource materials, my 
employees were ready to get back to 
work. As true professionals it took 
very little time before they 
had all our office functions 
and programs back and 
running smoothly.

I’ll always remember 
the dedication my 
employees had to their jobs 
and to the Customs Service 
in the aftermath of the 
terrorist attacks.  

Robert Swierupski on Sept. 11 
was in 6 World Trade Center 
as the director of the National 
Commodity Specialist Division 
for the Customs Service. He 
continues in that position today for 
CBP in the Office of International 
Trade in New York City.

2011
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Prepared by Anne Saba

FEB. 3

Alan D. Bersin, the third CBP 
commissioner, establishes the CBP 
Joint Field Command in Arizona to 
integrate border security, commercial 
enforcement and trade facilitation. 

MAY 1 	
President Obama announces that Navy 
Seals killed Osama bin Laden during a 
raid on a residential compound where 
he and his family were living about 35 
miles outside of Islamabad, Pakistan. 
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‘Lessons of self-sacrifice, service’
The trainees sat in the front of the 

auditorium, followed by their families 
and a large portion of the instructor 

cadre. I was proud of the trainees for 
enduring the arduous 19-week program. 
The graduation ceremonies, in many ways, 
were as important to the staff as they were 
to the trainees.

Presiding over the morning’s events was 
the Border Patrol Academy’s Chief Patrol 
Agent Thomas J. Walters. A short time into 
his remarks, Chief Walters was interrupted 
by a staff member who whispered something  

in his ear. Those of us who had been around 
a while knew this was something serious, 
perhaps a serious training injury or maybe 
an emergency telephone call from Border 
Patrol headquarters. Chief Walters excused 
himself and asked that we remain seated 
until his return.

What seemed like only minutes passed 
and Chief Walters re-entered the room. 
In my experience, Chief Walters was a 
serious man, but he was always ready with 
a smile when he greeted you. This time 
there was no smile. He explained that there 
had been a significant event in New York 
City that did not appear to be an accident. 
He apologized and asked to suspend 
the ceremony for 30 minutes to gather 
more information and coordinate with 
headquarters in Washington, D.C. As he 
left, the instructor cadre immediately went 
to the nearest break room to monitor the 
television news reports.  

As we gathered back in the auditorium, 
Chief Walters stoically entered the room 
and stated what he understood to be the 
facts surrounding the events in New York. 
He reminded us to stay focused on our 
mission and that the best course of action 
was to continue with our lives, to be vigilant 
and focus our collective efforts. He stated 
that additional information would be 
forthcoming and that some of us, including 
the trainees, could be called into action in 
the very near future. We all remained for 
the graduation and though the mood was 
tempered, the chief had set the path forward.  

As graduation broke up, we said our 
goodbyes to our trainees from Class 472, 
knowing now that the world had turned and 
the threat they would potentially face in the 
field had changed. As a result it is even more 
important that we teach lessons of self-
sacrifice, service and humanity to our leaders 
of tomorrow. 

Richard M. Hudson is the 
patrol agent in charge at 
the Border Patrol station in 
Las Cruces, N.M. On Sept. 
11, he was a supervisory 
Border Patrol agent/course 
development instructor at 
the Border Patrol Academy 
in Charleston, S.C. That 
morning he was assisting 
with the graduation ceremony 
of Border Patrol Class 472.

‘He reminded us 
to stay focused on 
our mission and 
that the best course 
of action was to 
continue with our 
lives, to be vigilant 
and focus our 
collective efforts.’
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‘Doing everything that I could’
For the next several weeks, I would spend 

three to five hours in the line at the 
Lynden port of entry to make it to work. 

I’d roll up to pre-primary and, still sitting 
two to three cars back, I would turn off my 
engine, pop the trunk and hood and await my 
turn at the booth. I remember thanking the 
officers, no longer taking them for granted.

On Sept. 13, for a national 
candlelight vigil, the people in my office 
gathered out front, just 25 feet from 
Canada. While travelers watched and 
cried with us from the travel lanes, we 
lit four candles, one for each plane.

In the days that followed I began to 
sense that I was not doing everything that 

I could to serve my country. I asked one of 
the cargo inspectors if Customs was hiring. 
He informed me that the application process 
was to happen the week of Sept. 17.

Out of the 5,000 who applied I became 
one of the 1,250 who completed the process 
to become a Customs inspector, and on 
June 28, 2002, I was called with the job offer 
of a lifetime. 

On Sept. 17, 2002, I graduated from the 
academy. On Sept. 19, I began my first day 
as a Customs inspector at the port of Blaine, 
Wash., and have never regretted my decision 
to serve the people of this country. 

Melissa Grabish is a CBP 
officer at the Command 
Center in Blaine, Wash. On 
Sept. 11, she was living 
with her new husband in 
Langley, British Columbia, 
and commuting to her U.S. 
job as a brokerage clerk/
junior customer service 
representative for an 
express shipping company.

‘Are body bags dutiable?’

The port of Champlain, N.Y., is on the 
main thoroughfare between Montreal 
and New York City. We had to search 

every car, truck and bus coming into and 
leaving the country. I don’t remember how 
many weeks or months we were on alert 
and most of it is still a blur.

A few days after 9/11, I answered a 
phone call at work. The caller identified 
himself as a manufacturer in the Montreal 
area who needed to make an entry of goods 
through our port. He stated he was shipping 
body bags to New York City and asked me, 
“Are body bags dutiable?”

I felt like I had been kicked in the 
stomach and I wanted to cry. I took a 
deep breath and replied, “Not today, 
sir, not today.” Even though our port is 
about 350 miles from Ground Zero, that 
call made it seem a lot closer.

While we were still on alert and 
doing outbound searches of all vehicles, 
another officer from our port, now 
retired, told me a tractor trailer stopped 
for inspection. When the officer asked 
the driver what he was carrying in his 
trailer, the driver said his trailer was 
empty—he’d brought a load of coffins to 
Ground Zero. The officer waved him on.

Every work night since 9/11, when 
I get home at midnight, I stop and look 
up at the sky. Even if it is cloudy, I look 
up at stars I can’t see and give thanks 
that my little corner of the world is safe 
for one more night. 

Holly Middleton is a CBP 
officer in Champlain, N.Y. 
On Sept. 11 she was 
serving as a U.S. Customs 
Service inspector at the 
Champlain port of entry.
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‘What if I admit a terrorist?’
A unified command center was set 

up at JFK Airport—a joint task 
force convening all the federal 

agencies and local law enforcement 
at the airport. It was massive.

I was filled with the fear that someone 
would tell me that I had admitted one of 
those deceased hijackers. Did all of the 
immigration inspectors who had admitted 

thousands of passengers from the Middle 
East walk around secretly filled with this 
fear? We didn’t talk about our fears and 
anxiety. If after 9/11 the planes in the sky 
looked all wrong to me and for a few seconds 
I could not breathe, I didn’t tell anyone.

On Long Island where I lived, the streets 
were filled with mourners at churches for 
weeks. Fire trucks would park on each side 
of the street with the ladders extended into 
the sky. A giant U.S. flag would be suspended 
between the ladders. The cry of the bagpipes 
filled the air. Dead cops and firefighters were 
everywhere.

At work, when certain flights resumed, 
new anxiety hit me. What if I admit a 
terrorist? It was up to us, the immigration 
inspectors, to determine in minutes if 
something was potentially “wrong” with the 
person who was asking to enter the U.S.

We all applied an increased level 
of scrutiny. We became even closer as 
co-workers—we shared a deep level of 
camaraderie, taking care of each other as our 
work became more stressful. The pressure to 
change our focus was immediate and urgent 
and we took our mission seriously.

Now 10 years have passed. I continued 
as a Customs and Border Protection officer 
and we New Yorkers bounced back. The twin 
towers were a part of our landscape. There 
were nights when I almost got lost driving 
around Manhattan and I would use the 
towers to help me navigate back downtown 
toward the Williamsburg Bridge. All these 
years later, I hold onto that image, in the 
peaceful darkness, those majestic pillars of 
shimmering brightness.

I have never gone back to the World 
Trade Center site. People say that they need 
to go there to help them understand what 
happened that day. I don’t need that to 
understand. I don’t want to see that empty 
space. I am a New Yorker, and there will 
always be an empty, heartbroken space 
inside of me. 

Annette Coppola today 
is a chief CBP officer 
at Miami International 
Airport in Florida. On 
Sept. 11 she worked the 
midnight to 8 a.m. shift at 
JFK International Airport 
in New York City as an 
immigration inspector 
with the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service.  photo by M

igdalia Travis
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‘Joining CBP was a natural fit’
In Sept. 2001 I was a senior at Canisius 

College in Buffalo, N.Y. I was on course 
to graduate with a B.A. in history and 

begin studies for an advanced degree en 
route to a professional career in this field.

However, after I saw the attacks on 
Sept. 11, I decided that service to my 
country should come before personal and 
professional advancement. I spoke with 
military recruiters and enlisted in the U.S. 
Army for five years of active service. By 
August 2002 I was in basic training and 
airborne school.

As I’d hoped, I deployed to Afghanistan 
as part of Operation Enduring Freedom 
in 2003 to combat America’s enemies 
directly. In 2005 and 2006 I deployed 
to Iraq with Operation Iraqi Freedom 
and remained in the Middle East 
until my separation from the Army in 
2007. Fighting in the Middle East and 
Afghanistan gave me a singular appreciation 
for American freedom and ideals.  

After leaving the Army in 2007, service 
to the country remained a top priority for 
me. Joining CBP was a natural fit—being 
able to protect America while remaining  
in America. 

Paul Lacapruccia 
is a CBP officer 
in Buffalo, N.Y.

‘We as a nation are willing to help’
We air traffic controllers were working 

to get a C-5 Galaxy airborne on 
the morning of Sept. 11. It was 

carrying food, water and other relief items to 
Peru to help the nearly 35,000 victims of the 
magnitude 8.4 earthquake that had occurred 
on June 23, 2001. 

During the tragedies we were 
experiencing at our homeland that devastating 
morning, it was quite a challenge for us 
and the Federal Aviation Administration 

to get the largest aircraft in the Air Force 
inventory airborne, especially because all 
the aircraft in U.S. airspace were grounded. 

It shows how we as a nation are 
willing to help, even during times of 
significant tragedy. 

Today Sean M. Coppens 
serves as the acting senior 
detection enforcement 
officer at CBP’s Air and 
Marine Operations Center in 
Riverside, Calif. On 9/11, he 
was an Air Force air traffic 
controller at Travis Air Force 
Base in Northern California.
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‘What can I do to help?’
W e learned a lot about ourselves 

and the strength of the Customs 
Service on Sept. 11 and the  

weeks following. 
Our thoughts were to reach out to our 

co-workers—just to hear their voices and 
know they were safe. Tears came to our 
eyes the moment they picked up the phone 
and we knew they’d gotten out. The phone 

didn’t stop ringing for weeks with calls from 
friends and colleagues asking, “Are you OK? 
What can I do to help?” Upon meeting in 
the hallway we embraced each other and 
wept unashamedly. 

Our Customs friends from all over the 
country sent us “care packages,” including 
treasured mementos that they knew had 
perished that day. 

Anna Labbate was a U.S. 
Customs supervisory customs 
liquidator in 6 World Trade 
Center on Sept. 11. Her 
office relocated to Newark, 
N.J., after the custom house 
was destroyed. The following 
is excerpted from her essay 
originally written and published 
in U.S. Customs Today in June 
2002. She is now retired and 
living on Staten Island, N.Y.

‘A calling to help’
I lost my job in 2001 when the metallurgy 

company I was working for closed. I was 
collecting unemployment, trying to find 

a job, and at same time I was a volunteer fire 
fighter in East Brunswick, N.J.

Early morning of 9/11, I was home and 
my fire pager went off. I drove my truck to 
the firehouse and three other firefighters were 
waiting. I could hear radio messages from 
New York firefighters.

We were called to take a firetruck to 
Middlesex County Fire Academy. A lot of first 
responders were there. They stated that New 
York was attacked and needed our assistance. 
A long line of emergency responders drove 
on the New Jersey Turnpike to New York. You 
could see the smoke from the towers. I knew I 
had a calling to help.

We arrived at a firehouse near the towers 
and waited for orders. Most firefighters in New 
York went to help at the towers. There was 
smoke and papers in the air all around us. We 
were then diverted to assist other firefighters on 
their fire calls in Flatbush, Brooklyn. I wanted 
to help with the tower rescue, but we have to 
stick together and obey command orders.

We did New York City fire calls for three 
days. During that time, firefighters came back 
from the towers to the firehouse. We tried to 
listen to them and help them. They came back 
exhausted after hearing or seeing their fellow 
firefighters dead and people from the towers 
dead. We were all one family, brothers doing a 
cause. We all worked as one team to help New 
York at this sad time.

When I came back to New Jersey I 
received a plaque for helping out on 9/11. I also 
found out that my unemployment benefits got 
canceled because I did not call on the day I was 
supposed to be looking for work. I had to get 
a letter from my fire chief saying that I’d been 
assisting New York in its time of need. I later 
got my unemployment benefits back.

I had a bad cough afterwards, but it 
went away after a few months. I also had 
a piece of burnt paper from the towers 
that was flying in the air—I gave it to my 
firehouse to remember 9/11. 

Frank J. Clementi now 
works as a CBP officer at 
Dulles International Airport 
in Northern Virginia.

photo by Chris Downing
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‘Visions of Pearl Harbor’
My first priority was making sure 

everyone in the command was safe. 
Unfortunately, because it was only 

6 a.m. in California, most people were still 
coming to work. The only way to reach 
the North Island Naval Air Station is to 
go over the two-mile-long Coronado Bay 
Bridge. After the 9/11 attacks the base 
shut down, which left thousands stuck on 
the bridge, including all of the squadron’s 
leadership. It didn’t dawn on security or 
the San Diego Police that all of those cars 
were sitting ducks for another attack. After 
several hours and the realization that the 
bridge was a potential target, the police 
frantically cleared it by compacting cars on 
either side of the bridge.

Every ship at the 32nd Street Naval 
Station pulled out of port. Visions of Pearl 
Harbor haunted our minds.

I was trying to communicate with my 
leadership via land line and cell phone, 
but all the airwaves were jammed. I was 
directed by our wing commander to 
launch one helicopter to the USS John C. 
Stennis. The ship remained out of port 
and became the afloat command center. 
My helicopters were the only means 
of transportation anywhere, so every 
commanding officer and the Pacific Fleet 
admirals were flown out to the carrier for 
an emergency meeting.

After 9/11 and weapons training, 
we deployed on the USS John C. Stennis. 
Once we got a radio call from the flight 
deck that a French helicopter was coming 
in for fuel. My flight deck coordinator 
met the helicopter crew as they landed 
and gave them what we had. As payment, 
the French pilot removed his Velcro patch 
depicting our twin towers and handed 
it to my flight deck coordinator, saying, 
“We are with you in this fight.” It was the 
simplest, yet most heartfelt, admission of 
the solidarity that the world was feeling. 

Before 9/11, during a presentation 
to a group of sailors, I spoke about the 
trust we all have with each other—that 

we would lay down our lives for our 
shipmates. One sailor told me that there 
was no way that he would do such a thing, 
that he would have to be paid a whole lot 
more to actually die for anyone outside of 
his family.

On the first day of our mission after 
9/11, that young sailor came to me and 
said to me with tears in his eyes, “Senior 
Chief, I get it now.” 

Julie L. Ybarra currently 
works as the staff 
assistant for CBP’s 
Payroll Branch in 
Indianapolis, Ind. At the 
time of the attacks she 
was the maintenance 
control chief for the 
U.S. Navy Helicopter 
Anti-Submarine 
Squadron-Eight on 
North Island, Calif.

‘Before 9/11, during a presentation to 
a group of sailors, I spoke about the 
trust we all have with each other—
that we would lay down our lives...’  
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‘To serve the public’
Two years out of law school, I had left 

private immigration practice to serve 
as a law clerk in the Superior Court 

of Clayton County, Ga. On this particular 
morning, I was reviewing civil motions 
while the chamber’s sound system relayed 
the trial taking place in the courtroom. 
A distressed transcriptionist burst into 
chambers and told the judge’s assistant that 
a plane had crashed in New York City and 
 it was “bad.”

The judge called a short recess. All the 
court personnel gathered in the tiny office 
of one of the court reporters who kept a 
portable TV at her desk to watch the soaps 
during lunch. Everyone huddled together 
with eyes fixed on the news reports on this 
little black-and-white screen. The judge 
went back on the bench to calmly explain 
the situation and reset the trial. There 
would be phone calls to make, family and 
friends in New York and D.C. to check on, 
loved ones to hug.

That night I was in my apartment 
watching the news when my brother 
called. My 91-year-old grandfather, retired 
Treasury Auditor Norman Floyd Lemme, 
had been in the comfort of his Midwest 
living room, in front of his own TV, when 
his heart failed.

I will never know if the questions 
of the day or the memories of wars 
past were too much for that dear man 
to endure. I do know he had spent 
his entire career in federal service 
and he loved his country deeply.

It grieves me that he did not see the 
way we persevered in the weeks and years 
that followed, the way we came together, 
worked harder. Some of us, including me, 
found a vocation: A new agency where I 
could combine the versatility of a law clerk 
with the expertise of an immigration lawyer 
to serve the public, like my grandfather 
before me. I think it would make him 
proud, I really do. 

Claire Lemme serves 
as a general attorney in 
CBP’s Miami Office of 
Associate Chief Counsel.

‘Never again and never forget’
Someone had started a rumor that 

terrorists were going to bomb Randall’s 
Island. The building we were in had to 

be locked down. I decided to get back to the 

Bronx and see what I could do to help. When 
I arrived at Bronx Parks headquarters, I was 
told by the chief of operations to report to Van 
Cortland Park’s gas stations and only allow 
emergency vehicles to gas up.

The rest of Sept. 11 was spent “guarding” 
the city gas pumps, listening to the radio and 
the combat aircraft enforcing the no-fly zone 
around the city.

Each day I would report to the Parks and 
Recreation Maintenance and Operation garage 
in Bronx Park, waiting to be called to help at 
Ground Zero. We had heavy equipment and 
able-bodied people ready to help, wanting to 
help, and no one called.

When I was not able to help, it really upset 
me. I was born and raised in New York City. 

Since I was a boy, my grandfather, a World 
War II veteran, instilled in me that community 
service is important. I decided at that moment 
that I would be in a position to help, to serve.

In July 2002, I entered the New York 
City Police Academy, the first class after the 
department lost 23 of its own on Sept. 11, to 
serve and protect my city. In January 2003, 
I graduated with 2,500 recruits at Madison 
Square Garden. I never felt such pride.

I joined CBP with the same thought in 
mind: How can I best protect my country and 
city? I now volunteer to work on teams whose 
primary mission is the fight against terror, such 
as CBP’s counter-terrorism response teams. 
Every day always thinking: Never again and 
never forget. 

Christopher Trivino, a CBP 
officer in Providence, R.I., 
was a manager with the New 
York City Department of Parks 
and Recreation on Sept. 11 
and lived in the Bronx.
He was in a meeting on 
Randall’s Island in New York City 
when the attacks happened.
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‘A sort of bravery’
A s Border Patrol agents, we are 

trained to be discreet when we board 
planes armed and on official travel. 

Generally this is an easy task to accomplish. 
Not that day. With the 9/11 lockdown of all 
air travel having just been lifted, combined 
with the building fear throughout the 
country about an imminent attack, every 
single person in that security line watched 
us with eagle eyes as we approached the 
security rope. It seemed to be a sign that 
they understood exactly who we were and 
why we were there, even though we were 
just going home to our families.

My partner and I chose a three-seat row 
near the wing and sat with one seat open 
between us. We were strapped in when they 
announced general boarding for the rest of 
the passengers. The first passenger on board 
was a petite, middle-aged woman, a mother 
as it turned out, who was visibly shaken as 
she entered the doorway of the almost empty 

cabin. She looked straight at us, walked right 
up and asked, “Can I please sit here between 
you guys? I’m so scared and it would really 
help me out, do you mind?”

I can’t forget the pleading in her voice. 
That emotion summed up the mood of the 
entire airport, if not the country. I think for 
that woman, that mother who was flying 
home just like we were, there was a sort of 
bravery involved. She was forcing herself to 
overcome the fear and go airborne in what 
she probably thought was a death trap.

Of course, we invited her to sit and 
we spent the flight talking about the 
Border Patrol, the country, our families 
and anything that would help distract us 
from the fear. We all made it home safely 
to our families that day. Normally, getting 
home was a relief but not a life-affirming 
accomplishment like it was that day for me, 
my partner and that little, brave mother who 
was so sincere and so grateful. 

Brent E. Johnson is a field 
operations supervisor at the 
Border Patrol station in Alpine, 
Texas. On Sept. 11, he was a 
supervisory Border Patrol agent 
on detail in Tucson sector with his 
partner from his home station in 
El Cajon, Calif. He was deployed 
after the attacks in and around 
the Douglas, Ariz., port of entry.

‘Searching through the rubble’
W hile stationed in southern Italy in 

the U.S. Air Force, I purchased my 
first bike, a red Bianchi. That red 

bike traveled all over with me while I was in 
the military and Secret Service.

While working in New York City 
for the U.N. General Assembly in 2001, I 
rode in Central Park nearly every morning 
and stored my bike in the Secret Service 
motorcade garage in the fourth-level 
basement of the World Trade Center One 
tower before heading to work.

Following the attacks and the collapse 
of the towers, I assumed my bike was a 
total loss. Six weeks later, when I returned 
to New York as the communications 
coordinator for the next U.N. General 
Assembly session, I was notified by Secret 
Service agents who had been searching 

through the rubble of Ground Zero that 
they had recovered my red bike.  

I ride my red bike still. And each day, 
that red bike reminds me of all that was 
lost in the attacks of 9/11 and all that we 
continue to do to keep our citizens safe. 

photo by W
illiam
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Ric Klenner serves as branch director 
of wireless technology projects for 
CBP’s Office of Information and 
Technology. On Sept. 11, Ric was 
working as the communications 
coordinator with the U.S. Secret 
Service, handling IT and wireless 
communications for the United 
Nations General Assembly.
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‘The world for me stood still’
Sept. 11 was my generation’s Pearl 

Harbor. I woke to my mom shaking 
me. I thought I was late for class.

“Andy, wake up, something’s happened!” 
I had not heard fear in my mom’s voice like 
that before. She was shaking and had tears 
in her eyes. I ran to my parent’s bedroom. 
There stood the man that I have known 
as my protector—the man that gave every 
day to protecting my family and the U.S.—
watching the television. Freshly shined 
black boots, white V-neck undershirt 
tucked in, gripping his belt keepers and 
staring at the television with a look I had 
not witnessed before.

At 6:03 a.m., the world for me stood 
still. It was 9:03 a.m. in New York. I stood 
next to my parents and witnessed the 

second plane hit the twin towers. The 
silence was broken when my father ran 
to his closet and grabbed his shirt off the 
hanger, yelling, “We’re under attack!” and 
ran out the door. I stood in shock next to 
my mom, whose tears had begun to run 
down her cheeks.

I now have a 5-year-old daughter who, 
by my side, witnessed the capture of Osama 
bin Laden on television. My motherly 
instincts quickly questioned, “Should 
I allow her to see this?” My American 
instincts made the decision for me. She now 
knows that a bad man hurt a lot of good 
people. Was that meaningful for her? I can 
only hope so, and continue to pray every 
day that her generation will never see such 
a day in infamy as Sept. 11, 2001. 

Andrea A. Aguilar was a 
full-time college student 
on 9/11, living in Tucson 
with her mother and father, 
Bea and David V. Aguilar, 
who at the time served 
as chief patrol agent of 
the Border Patrol’s Tucson 
sector. Andrea Aguilar 
today is a mission support 
specialist for CBP’s Use 
of Force Policy Division 
in Harper’s Ferry, W. Va. 
David Aguilar is CBP’s 
deputy commissioner.

‘Terrorism would not be allowed to diminish us’
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Shock of Attacks 
Reinvents U.S. Border Security
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B Y  E R I C  B L U M

It did not take a blue-ribbon panel or a congressional investigation 
to determine what changed for America on Sept. 11, 2001. Before 

the final embers had cooled at the World Trade Center, Pentagon and 
Pennsylvania crash sites, it was widely understood that the U.S. faced 
a new enemy that wore no uniforms, represented no nation, and

‘Terrorism would not be allowed to diminish us’

photo by Jam
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could and would strike from anywhere  
at anytime. 

History and distance no longer would 
be all the protection the nation needed. U.S. 
borders, which historically had been seen as 
a passageway to prosperity, now were feared 
as open doors to terror.“The attacks of 9/11 
fundamentally changed how America looks 
at its borders,” CBP Commissioner Alan D. 
Bersin said recently. “The attacks created the 
notion of an American homeland that had 
to be secured from individuals intent on 
doing it harm.”

Many feared the U.S. was defenseless 
against such a driven enemy; they believed 
the terrorists had the upper hand. Bersin 
said the challenge posed was, “Could 
the U.S. build new border security 
mechanisms that provided needed 
safeguards without stifling global 
economic vitality? U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection was born to answer 
that question in a positive and definitive 
manner. Terrorism would not be allowed 
to diminish us.”

The fight to secure America started 
immediately, as many components of 
what was to become CBP began to fill 
the gaps revealed that day, building the 
capacities, partnerships and policies that 
are today’s foundations of security.

Defining the 
Challenge 
A daunting list of  
shortcomings

A blue-ribbon panel was convened, 
the National Commission on Terrorist 
Attacks Upon the United States, known 
more commonly as the 9/11 Commission. It 
called 8:46 a.m. Sept. 11, 2001, the moment 
the U.S. became a “nation transformed,” 
and the attacks “a shock, not a surprise.” The 
panel listed “failures of imagination, policy, 
capabilities and management.”

There were shortcomings throughout 
intelligence, defense and security systems, the 
report said, including “permeable borders and 
immigration controls.”

As evidence, the report pointed out: 
“There were opportunities for intelligence 

and law enforcement to exploit al-Qaida travel 
vulnerabilities. Considered collectively, the 
9/11 hijackers:

	 Included known al-Qaeda operatives 
who could have been watch listed;

	 Presented passports manipulated in a 
fraudulent manner;

	 Presented passports with suspicious 
indicators of extremism;

	 Made detectable false statements on 
visa applications;

	 Made false statements to border officials 
to gain entry into the United States; and

	 Violated immigration laws while in the 
United States.”
Almost immediately, conventional 

wisdom called for U.S. borders to be reinvented 
through coordinated and unified management 
that prioritized its anti- terrorism mission. In 
March 2003 CBP was born and became the 
entity that merged all border administrative 
and enforcement functions. 

While the final commission report was 
generous with recommendations, it was thin 
on strategies for success beyond emphasizing 
the need for coordination and information 
sharing throughout the government. The 
report did admit that building a new border 
and transportation security systems was akin 
to “changing the engine while flying.” The 
goal was relatively modest: reduce the risk of 
further attacks on U.S. soil. 

Joining the fight
Pre-9/11, U.S. border administration 

was a patchwork of revenue collectors 
from the Department of Treasury, 
immigration inspectors and Border Patrol 
agents from the Justice Department’s 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, as 

H 	CBP Commissioner Alan D. Bersin 
testifies before the U.S. Senate on 
improving security and facilitating 
commerce at northern border ports.

H 	CBP officers welcome nearly a million visitors into the U.S. each day.
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well as food and plant inspectors from the 
Department of Agriculture. Their efforts 
were related but separate, supportive but 
largely uncoordinated.

It did not take an act of Congress to 
change that. On the day of the attack, at 
the more than 300 legal entry points in 
the U.S.—air, land and sea ports—fear and 
confusion reigned as Alert Level 1 was 
declared, meaning all people, vehicles and 
goods were to be fully inspected before 
entering the country. Customs, immigration 
and agriculture personnel assumed the role 
of homeland security officers to complete 
these inspections and thaw what initially were 
nearly frozen borders. 

Almost reflexively, the components of 
what would become the integrated CBP had 
joined the fight. A year and a half later it 
was made official as part of the launch of the 
Department of Homeland Security.

Building the layers
Prior to the attacks, border security was 

something that largely happened face-to-face 
when uniformed personnel encountered 
someone seeking entry into the U.S., either 
legitimately through ports of entry or often 
illegally between them. In the new reality of 
terrorism, this scheme was recognized as too 
little, too late.

What would be the new standard for 
security was more than daunting: The U.S. 
would have to know about and assess every 

traveler as well as every piece of cargo coming 
to this country, preferably before they left 
from overseas. This new standard stretched 
the imagination. A million people each day 
entered the U.S., about a third of whom were 
not U.S. citizens, as well as almost 40,000 
sea, rail and truck containers. This would be 
a Herculean effort, even beyond the sheer 
volume, as there was a lack of processes, 
technology, partnerships and authority.  

And there was recognition that no 
magic bullet would win this battle. No one 
innovation, no single strategy, no personnel 
upgrade or training scheme, no legal 
authority could both secure the borders and 
keep them open to tourism and trade.

So it was generally agreed that an 
interdependent strategy that would provide 
new and at times redundant “layers” of 
security, including:

	 Use of advance information on who and 
what was coming to the U.S., an effort to 
push U.S. borders out across the globe;

	 Real-time sharing of the latest 
intelligence and analysis for risk, using 
new and existing terrorist watch lists and 
an array of databases and submissions;

	 Partnerships within U.S. law 
enforcement, international 
governments and private companies 
to share information, knowledge and 
security protocols; 

	 Enhanced, standardized,  
machine-readable, tamper-proof 
identification documents;

 	 More, highly trained and better-
equipped uniformed personnel, suited 
for a homeland security environment;

	 Adoption of technology to extend the 
ability to “see” into containers and 
baggage and to detect radiation and 
potential weapons.
Layered. Risk-based. Intelligence and 

technology driven. Collaborative. That was 
the game plan. 

Almost a decade later, an inventory of 
what has been built is difficult as looking 
at one layer outside the whole may be 
misleading. And there is no illusion that the 
job is done. In fact, the tempo of change and 
challenge goes on unabated. As many in CBP 
like to say, “We need to be right more than a 
million times a day. The terrorists need to be 
right just once.”

The starting point
Commissioner Bersin says it a lot: “CBP 

is its people.” 
With a current workforce of more than 

58,000, CBP is Homeland Security’s largest and 
most complex organization. With more than 
20,000 port security officers, more than 20,000 
Border Patrol agents, and more than 2,400 Air 
and Marine agents, CBP is the nation’s largest 
federal law enforcement organization. While 
its home turf is U.S. borders and 330 ports of 
entry, its presence is international.

“It is an extraordinary group,” Bersin said. 
“This is a group that is dedicated, selfless and 
excited to do the job. They show great skill, 
knowledge and bravery. Their response to the 
challenges posed by 9/11 has been remarkable.”

Bersin also praised the mission support 
and policy analysis components that have 
elevated the training, intelligence sharing, 
information technology deployment, 
trade administration and outreach, and 
international relations capacity. “Our human 
capital is the key to the agency,” Bersin said.

It also is a flexible and changing force 
as half of CBP employees have joined 
the agency in just the last five years, the 
commissioner said.

Bersin also praised the leadership and 
vision of CBP’s first two commissioners, 
Robert C. Bonner, whose appointment was 
confirmed just days after the attacks, and 
W. Ralph Basham, who served between 
2006 and 2008. Bersin was appointed in the 
spring of 2010.

H 	President Barack Obama tours the cargo port of entry in El Paso, Texas, on May 10, 
2011, with DHS Secretary Janet Napolitano and CBP Commissioner Alan Bersin.
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Protecting 
Against 
Dangerous 
Things 
A partnership  
against terror 

With a dedicated and motivated 
workforce, the layers of security started to 
build soon after the attack. In the manic 
days following a tragedy, ideas, cooperation, 
approvals and implementation came 
in waves. Commissioner Bonner set a 
determined and steady course forward, and 
the layers began to take shape.

One sticky issue was dealing with 
private industry—the major retailers, 
shippers and brokers that serve as 
custodians of the huge influx of cargo 
America counted on for food, raw materials 
and products, from toys to Toyotas. There 
was no clear way to secure the global 
supply chain without the cooperation of the 
private sector. But there was no precedent 
for what needed to be done, no authority 
to compel the type of cooperation and 
information CBP sought.

And then the solution presented itself. 
Representatives from major importing 
companies came to Bonner and asked, “How 
can we help?” The result was the Customs-
Trade Partnership Against Terrorism, the 
most vibrant and ambitious public-private 
pact to come out of 9/11.  

Seven major companies—BP America, 
Sara Lee, Target, Chrysler, Ford, General 
Motors and Motorola—became founding 
members of an effort to bring security 
best practices to companies around the 
globe. Today more than 10,000 companies 
participate, voluntarily subjecting their 
security protocols for CBP certification 
and sharing information on what is being 
shipped and who is shipping it.

The impact of this partnership cannot 
be overstated. It has provided the world 
with supply-chain security protocols. 
It has invented the concept of a known 
shipper or authorized economic operator, 
where enhanced information and levels of 
cooperation earn shippers faster treatment at 
ports of entry. This allows CBP to concentrate 
more resources on shipments it knows 
little about or on which it has derogatory 
information. It has pioneered the concept of 
standardized “smart” containers and seals, 
making tampered shipments more evident. 

Today half the value of U.S. imports 
enters via partnership members. Best practices 
continue to be built, on-site inspections 
of security operations continue, mutual 
recognition of other nation’s programs has 
begun and benefits for members continue to 
grow as the partnership’s first decade concludes.

Extending the zone  
of security

As strong as this customs-trade 
partnership would become, it was not 
designed to be universal. Beyond the benefits 
of the partnership, CBP still needed to know 
what cargo was heading to U.S. shores, and 
ideally be able to take a look at shipments 
that caused uncertainty or concern.

Because of these challenges, the 
Container Security Initiative was born. It 
was a demanding undertaking conceived 
shortly after 9/11 as the key component 
to the concept of extending the U.S. zone 

of security internationally. The idea 
was to forge a cooperative arrangement 
with foreign governments, particularly 
governments that host major shipping ports, 
to allow joint targeting of containers that 
could potentially hold weapons to permit 
inspection before they set sail. 

From the original 20 key ports, the 
Container Security Initiative has grown to 
58 sites. Teams of CBP inspectors have been 
deployed overseas and are able to prescreen 80 
percent of the containers bound for the U.S. 

Enabling this activity is CBP’s 
National Targeting Center-Cargo, which 
receives, analyzes and distributes electronic 
information on shipments. This enterprise, 
as well as its co-enterprise the National 
Targeting Center-Passenger, is staffed largely 
by CBP officers and liaisons representing 
important partner organizations such as 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
Drug Enforcement Agency, Federal Bureau 
of Investigation, Transportation Security 
Administration and others.

As technology increasingly allows, the 
cargo targeting activity can remotely scan 
cargo leaving foreign ports, streamlining the 
process and greatly enhancing the ability 
to quickly and non-intrusively “see” inside 
containers of concern.

H 	Hi-tech scanning equipment, such as this mobile scanner, allows CBP officers 
to “look” inside containers, tractor-trailers and personal vehicles entering the 
U.S., a capacity that was built following the terrorist attacks of 2001.
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Because of these challenges, the Container Security Initiative was born. It 
was a demanding undertaking….
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H 	Border Patrol agent apprehends as 
man suspected of attempting to bring 
drugs into the country. 

 New tools, new capacity
Technology has played a major role 

in upgrading CBP’s capacity to spot and 
deter dangerous things throughout the new, 
extended border. Highly advanced scanning 
and radiation detection equipment has 
been deployed at all ports domestically and 
at key ports throughout the world. They 
are a major, although sometimes invisible, 
enhancement of the inspection process at 
U.S. ports and Border Patrol checkpoints.

Scanning equipment ranges from 
huge fixed and mobile vehicle and cargo 
inspection systems to small hand-held 
detectors. Nuclear and radiation detection 
monitors have been deployed throughout 
the country, and no vehicle enters the U.S. 
through a port of entry without being 
monitored for radiation.

Implementation of scanning, 
monitoring and communications technology, 
combined with landmark partnerships 
with foreign governments, global trade 
organizations and private enterprise have 
built an unprecedented array of tools and 
practices that not only have helped protect 
the U.S., they have led the way to greater 
supply chain and trade security globally. 

Protecting 
Against 
Dangerous 
People  
Better information
sooner

Along with the launch of efforts to 
secure cargo and global trade, components 
of CBP undertook an equally ambitious 
reinvention of international travel policies. 
A similar layered, risk-based approach, 
plus a need to drive the decision points 
earlier and further away from the U.S., were 
identified. And again, the components of the 
solution had to be built, brick by brick.

It started with a simple enough concept, 
the Advance Passenger Information System, a 
protocol that requires transportation carriers 

to provide identification information—
name, date of birth, passport number, 
citizenship—for all passengers before 
departure. CBP could then, for the first 
time, compare this passenger roster to law 
enforcement lookout lists, terrorist watch 
lists and others. It was a logistical challenge, 
a technological challenge and a cultural 
challenge, but it was seen as a necessary 
enhancement to international travel security.

But closer to home there was another 
challenge, one the 9/11 Commission called 
unacceptable. Citizens arriving from 
neighboring Canada or the Caribbean 
were able to present almost any form 
of identification at the border, and 
authentication and access to databases to 
verify identity or risk were limited. For U.S. 
citizens a mere oral declaration of citizenship 
was all that was required.

The commission recommended 
standardizing and modernizing travel 
documents, which led to a landmark border 
security measure, the Western Hemisphere 
Travel Initiative. The idea was to specify 
a limited number of acceptable travel 
identification documents and assure 
they were modernized to speed access to 
information at the inspection booth. 

So following a multi-year 
implementation, residents of the U.S., 
Canada, Mexico and the Caribbean now 
must present one of several compliant 
forms of identification, such as a passport, 
a passport card, an enhanced driver’s 
license, a frequent traveler card, or a few 
other cards for special populations when 
entering the U.S. Not only would these new 
documents allow instantaneous searches 
through government databases, they were 
tamperproof and technology-enabled to 
make the inspection process faster.

Before these standards went into effect, 
just 17 percent of documents presented 
at land borders could be authenticated. 
That jumped to 68 percent in less than two 
years. Incidents of imposters presenting 
themselves with fake documents have 
been dramatically reduced. And with 

standardized identification documents, law 
enforcement queries have gone from about 5 
percent to 97 percent. Hits from these queries 
have led to hundreds of wanted criminals 
being arrested each year while attempting to 
enter the U.S. 

Further from shore, our closest allies 
in Europe, Asia and Australia traditionally 
had been able to arrive in the U.S. as tourists 
without the aid of a visa. This required the 
U.S. to often make the determination of 
admissibility on our soil, an unnecessary risk, 
the 9/11 Commission reported, and a costly 
inconvenience for air carriers and passengers.

In 2008 the agency launched the 
Electronic System for Travel Authorization, 
or ESTA, requiring residents of the now 
36 visa-waiver countries to apply for travel 
authorization before departing. This Web-
based tool allows the traveler to provide his or 
her identification information, details about 
their travel plans and answers to questions 

ph
ot

o 
by

 G
er

ry 
Ni

no



46       H  R e i n v e n t i n g  U . S . B o r d e r  S e c u r i t y  H 

H 	A Border Patrol agent searches the Rio Grande River in Texas for illegal activity.

that had been provided on paper in flight on 
the I-94W form. Upon submission the traveler 
either is provided authorization or must obtain 
a visa prior to travel. 

The enhanced information from these 
two programs travels back and forth to the 
National Targeting Center-Passenger, which 
queries databases and provides the inspecting 
officer a risk assessment in near real time. The 
fact that the ESTA system is user-friendly, the 
response is quick, and confidence is added for 
the traveler as well as CBP has made this new 
process a success. 

These traveler and trade targeting 
systems have turned CBP into a voracious 
consumer of information, Bersin said. He 
called information technology professionals 
“our unsung heroes...CBP IT systems handle 
more than a billion messages each day, and 
they carry the key information our officers 
and agents need to do their job.”

Protecting 
Open Spaces
Patrolling U.S. borders

It has always been a difficult job, 
securing the 6,000 miles of land border 
shared with Canada and Mexico as well 
as 2,000 miles of coastal border around 
Florida and Puerto Rico. But after 9/11, 
the Border Patrol was asked to up its game 
significantly to prevent the introduction 
of terrorists or their weapons between our 
secured ports of entry.

The traditional Border Patrol mission 
had been to “secure and protect the 
external boundaries of the United States to 
prevent, detect, apprehend and interdict 
illegal aliens, smugglers, contraband and 
violators of other laws.” Within hours of 
9/11, the priority focus shifted to terrorism 
and the Border Patrol was ramped up to 
meet all its challenges.

To meet the expanded mission, CBP 
sought to increase Border Patrol personnel, 

infrastructure such as roads, fences and 
other barriers, and improve the use of 
technology. Upgrades occurred in nearly 
all Border Patrol tools: communications, 
computers, sensors, cameras, infrared and 
GPS-connected tracking devices, all-terrain 
vehicles and basic and ongoing training.

It also consolidated air and marine 
assets to support Border Patrol operations.

Staffing has more than doubled since 
2001, to more than 20,000 today, and agents 
have increasingly deterred illegal entries, 
particularly on the southwest border. An 
indicator of success for the Border Patrol 
is the deterrence of illegal entries and it is 
measured by encounters with individuals 
seeking to enter the country illegally. That 
number has dropped by 70 percent since 
2000. As illegal entries have dropped, Border 
Patrol has managed to dramatically increase 
drug seizures, seeing a 33 percent rise in the 
past three years. CBP-wide, almost six tons 
of drugs are seized each day.

 Security from above
Air and marine support for Border 

Patrol and port security operations has 
always been a key ingredient in a variety of 
enforcement operations and particularly 
in spotting and tracking suspected illegal 
activity as it approaches U.S. borders.

Exactly how these assets fit in the CBP 
strategy was not immediately answered 

following 9/11. But by 2005 what is now 
CBP’s Office of Air and Marine was 
officially launched, combining assets 
from several agencies and offices into one 
coordinating operation.

The pace of advancement within Air 
and Marine has been impressive. Five new 
branch offices were opened on the northern 
border to complement the existing southern 
border locations. A modern aviation 
advanced training center was opened in 
Oklahoma City in 2007. 

And during the last five years, CBP has 
pioneered the use of military-type unmanned 
aircraft to enhance surveillance activities 
across the northern and southern borders 
as well as maritime environments. These 
high-tech aircraft feature the latest in tracking 
and communications equipment, can travel 
long distances and stay in the air for extended 
periods, and do not subject CBP personnel 
to dangerous circumstances. Currently seven 
such aircraft are in use, and CBP expects 
delivery of two more within the year.

The office has also undertaken an across-
the-board upgrade in all aircraft and sea 
vessels, greatly enhancing reach and capacity. 
CBP Air and Marine not only supports the 
agency and other components of Homeland 
Security, it supports other federal, state 
and local law enforcement operations and 
provides unique situational awareness during 
disasters and special events such as large 
sporting events or political conventions. 

photo by Jam
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H 	A CBP unmanned aircraft patrols the southwest 
U.S. The remotely piloted craft has the latest 
optics, tracking technology and extended range.

H 	A Border Patrol agent searches the Rio Grande River in Texas for illegal activity.

On to the next  
challenges

Despite all that has been built, the job 
is not done. After all, the agency is less than 
10 years old and still has much growing to 
do. “And the nature of our fight is that our 
enemies are always adjusting to our moves, 
looking for vulnerability,” Bersin said. “We 
need to continue to grow, continue to adjust, 
continue to out-think our adversaries.”

Bersin has in many ways set a new 
course for the agency. He emphasizes that 
security and trade and travel facilitation 
are not competing goals but should be 
complementary. He has emphasized 
the benefits of known shipper and 
traveler programs and wants to see their 
membership grow. This includes Global 
Entry, which streamlines the process of 

entering the U.S. for eligible American 
citizens and residents and those from 
certain other nations, and has been 
enthusiastically received. 

“We must segment risk so that we may 
streamline the process for those who prove 
trustworthy, which will enable us to focus 
our resources on those passengers and 
shipments we know little about, or we have 
questions about,” Bersin said.

Today economic security is a national 
challenge and Bersin believes CBP can 
improve U.S. economic competitiveness 
by reducing transaction costs and time at 
the border. He also is seeking to enhance 
CBP’s ability to administer all trade 
responsibilities, including upgrading 
import safety and enforcing intellectual 
property protection.

Bersin also has prioritized mission 

integration and securing the southwest 
border. Both priorities are being brought 
to the Arizona corridor, a target area for 
criminal activity. Bersin has established 
a field command that oversees all CBP 
personnel and assets in Arizona to better 
coordinate enforcement activities. He also 
has established better working relations with 
the government of Mexico to collaborate on 
security initiatives. 

“We have accomplished much since 
9/11,” Bersin said. “But each accomplishment 
opens the door to another challenge. Can 
we do this safer, better, smarter, cheaper, 
faster? I don’t think the job of protecting the 
American people will ever be complete.”

Story produced with research assistance by 
the Frontline staff, Dorie Chassin, Gina Gray 
and Kathleen Franklin. 
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Coming Together
t o  R e m e m b e r  9 / 1 1

For a generation of Americans, 9/11 represents a national tragedy. Whether they were 
at an attack site or at a distant locale, all Americans experienced the 9/11 events on a 

deeply personal level. A decade later, their memories of this day have become part of their 
individual histories. Most remember where they were and what they were doing on Sept. 
11, 2001. These memories bind us together as a nation through shared experiences and 
continue to influence our actions.

This is especially true of the people of CBP, who work to protect the nation and 
the public against terrorists and instruments of terror. The memories and the stories 
associated with 9/11 are constant reminders of the necessity of our work and the need for 
vigilance, integrity and professionalism in the exercise of CBP’s responsibilities.

This year’s commemoration of Sept. 11, 2001, is more than marking an important 
anniversary for CBP.  It is the process of coming together to share memories, honor the 
sacrifice and loss of fellow Americans and ensure that history records the human stories 
and emotions associated with the events and aftermath of 9/11. 

These goals are captured in the term “commemoration.” The word is derived from 
the combination of Latin terms that mean to come together, to observe and record. 
Throughout 2011, the people of CBP have joined together to identify and preserve first-hand accounts that describe the American 
experience on Sept. 11, 2001. 

CBP has also identified objects that represent these stories and events. These tangible objects anchor the first-hand accounts 
and memories to people, times and places. From the twisted steel remnants of the World Trade Center to personal objects, these 
artifacts remind us that 9/11 was both a national and personal tragedy.

Through this edition of Frontline, postings on the CBP website, exhibitions and programs, CBP has begun sharing the stories 
and artifacts that represent our collective experience and memories of this watershed moment in American history. The compiling 
of individual stories provides an overall picture with multiple perspectives, and it is only by examining 9/11 from all perspectives 
that the magnitude of this moment in history can be fully appreciated.

Among these varied accounts, there is a central theme of unity. President Barack Obama has articulated this theme. He noted 
that on 9/11, “We stood as one people, united in our common humanity and shared sorrow.” 

The ensuing ten years have not lessened these emotions associated with the attacks. And to commemorate 9/11 is for many  
to relive the pain and suffering associated with the events and their aftermath. This is part of the healing process.

Moreover, the retelling of 9/11 stories and revisiting the images of destruction are not just about the past. They are a means 
to keep alive the patriotism and acts of heroism that occurred in reaction to these attacks on America. They ensure that future 
generations will understand the depth of sacrifice and loss.

They also fuel the resolve of the nation to thwart acts of terrorism.  They demonstrate how America continues “to meet violence 
with patient justice.” This pledge, made shortly after 9/11 by former President George W. Bush, has been honored by President 
Obama, who ordered the strike against Osama bin Laden’s compound.

This resolve is further exemplified by CBP and its mission to be guardians of the border.  As demonstrated in the 9/11 stories 
published in this edition of Frontline, the predecessor organizations to CBP responded together on that day and have redoubled 
their efforts as they came together to form one CBP. For the Agriculture Department and Immigration and Naturalization Service 
inspectors, Border Patrol personnel and the staff of U.S. Customs Service, the creation of CBP was another instance of coming 
together—bringing with them proud traditions and establishing a unified determination to remember and to serve.

David D. McKinney, Ph.D.
Chief Historian

H 	Firefighters and military personnel unfurl  
the American flag in anticipation of a visit  
to the Pentagon crash site by President  
George W. Bush. 
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